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MINUTES 
CONNER NORTH & SOUTH ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT  

PUBLIC HEARING / OPEN HOUSE 
 

Wednesday, March 10. 2004 
4:30 - 7:30 p.m. 

Darby Community Clubhouse 
Darby, MT  

 
A Public Hearing for the Conner North & South Project was held in Darby, Montana, 
March 10, 2004, at the Darby Community Clubhouse. Thirty-five (35) people attended 
the Public Hearing / Open House (sign in sheets attached).  
 
Project officials present: 

Diana Bell, Carter & Burgess Environmental Planner (Denver) 
Loren Frazier, MDT District Administrator of District 1 (Missoula) 
Susan Kilcrease, MDT Environmental Engineer (Missoula) 
Shane Stack, MDT Engineering and Design Manager (Missoula) 
Bill Squires, MDT Project Area Engineer (Helena) 
Nigel Mends, MDT Bridge Engineer (Helena) 
Mark French, MDT Road Design (Helena) 
Mark Sever, MDT Road Design (Helena) 
Pat Basting, MDT District Biologist (Missoula) 
Ray Harbin, MDT Right of Way (Missoula) 
John Vore, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
Craig Genzlinger, Operations Engineer FHWA 

 
WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS 
 
John Robinson (MDT) My name is John Robinson from the Public Involvement Section 
of the Montana Department of Transportation. The purpose of our meeting tonight is to 
hold an open house and a public hearing on the Connor North and South project. This 
project will reconstruct a portion of Highway 93 near Connor, Montana.  
 
First of all I would like to make some introductions:  Loran Frazier is the District 
Administrator of District 1, also known as the Missoula District. Shane Stack is an 
Engineering and Design Manager for the Missoula District, Susan Kilcrease is the 
Environmental Engineer from the Missoula District, Bill Squires is the Project Area 
Engineer for the Missoula District, Nigel Mends is the Bridge Engineer for the Missoula 
District, Mark French is the Road Design Supervisor of the Missoula District. Mark 
Sever is also with Road Design in Helena. I’m making all these introductions so that 
during the Open House you will know who does what. So if you have a question about a 
bridge, Nigel Mends is the person to ask. If you have a question about funding, Loran 
Frazier is the one to ask. If you have a question about road design, Mark French is the 
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one to talk to. Bill Squires is also with Road Design. Any environmental questions would 
go to Susan Kilcrease. From other agencies – John Vore is a Wildlife Biologist from the 
Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks.  
 
The Montana Department of Transportation has hired the consulting firm of Carter and 
Burgess to conduct and develop the Environmental Assessment for this project. Diana 
Bell is the Environmental Planner. For the meeting tonight, Diana Bell will explain the 
Environmental Assessment and the process and also explain the different areas of 
study. This is the same Environmental Assessment that was displayed for public review 
at the different locations in Missoula, Darby, and the Ravalli County offices in Hamilton. 
 
We have comment forms available that I hope all of you picked up. If not, we have them 
in the back of the room. We have different ways for you to comment, you can take the 
comment form home with you and think over carefully what you want to say. Fill it out 
and send it to Jean Riley at the address at the top of the comment form. That comment 
form must be mailed and post marked no later than March 22, 2004. A second way you 
may comment is to take it to the back of the room, write your comment down and leave 
it in the cardboard box at the back of the room. Or if you do not want to write a comment 
down but you know what you want to say, there is a tape recorder set up at the back of 
the room. You can make an individual comment into the tape recorder. All these 
comments will be reviewed and studied in the Environmental Assessment by Diana Bell 
and Carter Burgess.  
 
With that I would like to say thank you for coming and now I will turn it over to Diana Bell 
from Carter Burgess. 
 
PRESENTATION 
 
Diana Bell (Carter Burgess). Thank you for coming this evening. I also want to add 
that the Environmental Assessment is on-line at the MDT Website, which is at the 
bottom of the blue handout you received. If you haven’t had a chance to look at the 
Environmental Assessment at one of the libraries or the County Commissioner’s office, 
you can go on-line and you can also provide your comments on-line. It has a button you 
can push that says, “comment here” and you can fill out your message, which goes 
directly to Jean Riley and others who need to review it. So that should be easy for you if 
you have access to go on-line. 
 
As John mentioned, the purpose of tonight’s meeting is to get your feedback and 
comments on the Environmental Assessment. The presentation tonight is to talk about 
the findings and the issues that were documented in the Environmental Assessment. 
 
First I want to explain the process – the reason we are doing the environmental 
document is to comply with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The process 
we have gone through to get us to this point is a process called “scoping”. A few years 
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ago there was a public meeting to get your comments and issues related to the project 
corridor. There was quite a lot of time spent in developing alternatives and Loran Frazier 
will explain the different alternatives that were developed up to the point when the 
preferred alternative was selected. The preferred alternative is what was assessed in 
the Environmental Assessment. We will talk more about the details of what is included 
in that. We are also required to assess the “no action alternative”, which means that no 
improvements would be made to the highway at all. It would just include the routine 
maintenance that has been on-going. 
 
The purpose of the Environmental Assessment document is to identify and disclose the 
probable impacts and mitigation that would occur with the design. The design that has 
been developed so far is preliminary. We will talk more about the stages to develop this 
to final design but at this point we’ve taken it to a level of design so that we could 
determine what the likely impacts would be.  
 
The project has included extensive public, landowner, and agency coordination to 
balance the different issues and concerns on the project. We have a list of all the 
different agencies and the public involvement activities that have occurred on the 
project. All the information we have on display tonight is in the Environmental 
Assessment, so if you wanted more information you can find that in the document.  
  
The design includes mitigation that has been proposed for the project. Mitigation is a 
term referring to the measures that have been included in the design to reduce impacts, 
whether it is a landowner impact, an impact to the river, or trying to reduce a particular 
cut slope that might be too extensive. So those have been included in the design and 
are listed in the Environmental Assessment and that is something that has to be 
incorporated into the design as it is being finalized. 
 
The Environmental Assessment was reviewed by MDT and FHWA and signed, and the 
Public Hearing is a legal part of the process that needs to occur before the project can 
move on. We will take all the comments received this evening and the ones received 
through March 22nd and then the Federal Highway Administration and the MDT decision 
makers will consider them. If there are not significant impacts identified, a decision 
document will be prepared called a “Finding of No Significant Impact” or FONSI. At that 
point the project would proceed into final design.  
 
The purpose and need for the project is to improve the operational characteristics on 
U.S. 93, to improve the safety, to improve the physical conditions of the existing U.S. 
93, and reconstruction will bring the highway to National Highway Standards for 
stopping site distance. That means improving the horizontal curves. Some of you have 
mentioned that you know there are certain areas that have poor site distance where you 
can’t see the on-coming cars. Those areas have been improved so they will be safer 
and make the roadway width consistent to the adjacent road sections. All of you who 
are familiar with the road, know that the section south of the project corridor has been 
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improved and the section up to Darby has been improved, so the shoulder width will be 
the same. It is still going to be two lanes with wider shoulders, with the exception of the 
Medicine Tree and you will here more about that. Loran Frazier can talk more about the 
alternatives now. 
 
John Robinson (MDT). I’m never quite sure who all might be attending these meetings 
and I forgot some people in the introductions. I want to introduce Craig Genzlinger, 
Operations Engineer with the Federal Highway Administration. Pat Basting is the 
Missoula District Biologist. Ray Harbin is the Right-of-Way Specialist for the Missoula 
District.  
 
PRESENTATION 
 
Loran Frazier (MDT). Preferred Alternative. In the Environmental Document there is a 
Figure 2-1. Basically we looked at alignments A - E up to this point. Based on all the 
information we’ve worked with so far, the alignment for the preferred alternative is 
shown over here in this diagram (referring to graphic). It is kind of a combination of C & 
D, if that would describe it – but it is mostly D. We do follow the existing alignment pretty 
much. There are some areas where we are moving the road away from the river to try 
and keep the improvements outside of the river and away from the private bridges 
abutting up there to make a safer intersection for those people.  
 
The typical sections are shown over here on this side of the room (referring to graphic). 
You can look at the existing and the proposed typical section. The existing section is 
two 12-foot lanes with no shoulder and pretty steep in-slopes. Part of the safety 
standards we try to follow is to flatten the slopes out so that if you slide off the road 
when it is icy or leave the road for whatever reason, you will have a little bit of recovery 
room. That is what we call the “clear zone” area. As of right now it is a pretty steep 
slope – 1½ to 2:1 slope. That is enough so that if you drop a tire off, down to the bottom 
and if you don’t flip over, you are lucky. We’ve developed standards over the years for 
national highways to put a shoulder on the road. We are proposing two 12-foot driving 
lanes with an 8-foot shoulder for most of the section. If you are looking for something for 
comparison, it is like the road just south of Darby. This is proposed for the project 
except for a couple of areas, and one is right around the Medicine Tree where we 
narrow up the shoulder to try and bring the roadway in between the Medicine Tree and 
the river. That will take some retaining wall on the riverside to keep us out of the river so 
that we can keep the vegetation zone next to the river and fit in a privacy wall for the 
Medicine Tree. This diagram over here (referring to graphic) shows where we will have 
to use some type of retaining wall to keep us out of the river in other areas. Those areas 
are highlighted in red along here. Those are some retaining wall structures to try and 
minimize impacts and keep us out of the stream. That looks like the build alternative 
that we are describing in the document. 
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The other thing that is noticed in the preferred alternative is listed over here (referring to 
graphic), the section that goes just south of Darby and north of  Conner, the roadway fill 
is already there for us to add the shoulders. So we can add the shoulders through here 
and not disturb a whole lot of dirt because the subgrade that holds the typical section for 
the two roadway lanes and shoulders is already there. We included four-foot shoulders 
when we built it. So the section in red right there (referring to graphic) is shoulder 
widening and the reconstruction area is shown in green with the slide area there. We 
are calling it a “curb and gutter” section. That is the narrow section right through the 
Medicine Tree area section. 
 
PRESENTATION 
 
Diana Bell (Carter-Burgess)  Impacts & Mitigation. I would like to go over the impacts 
and the mitigation we identified in the Environmental Assessment. There is a summary 
table in the back of the document that lists this information as well as these two tables 
on the wall (referring to graphic). I was just going to describe the key issues and not go 
over every single one. There were some resources that just didn’t have any impacts. 
One of the things we also look at is the benefits that the project will bring to you, which 
is safer, more efficient, and convenient travel to schools, recreations areas, businesses, 
and churches, as well as improvements that enhance the emergency response time for 
the residents in this areas, and wider shoulders will improve riding conditions for 
bicyclists and pedestrians.  
 
No permanent impacts were identified for the following resources:  designated prime 
and unique farmland, economic resources, air quality, noise conditions, no effects to 
historical and cultural resources, hazardous waste sites, or park and recreation 
resources.  
 
Agency Coordination. Mostly the resources that have impacts identified have had 
extensive agency coordination with the resource and permitting agencies and local 
groups to identify ways to minimize or avoid those impacts. The agencies that have 
been coordinated with include the Corps of Engineers, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, the Ravalli County Floodplain Administrator, 
and the Forest Service. 
 
Impacts. To go through the list of some of the different impacts –  
 
Right-of-Way. There is an estimated 63 acres of right-of-way or easements that would 
be required. That is just a conservative estimate and as we get into final design, that will 
be modified.  
 
Water Resources and Water Quality. Fill sidewalls are proposed to minimize impacts to 
the Bitterroot River. Construction and maintenance activities, winter sanding, and things 
of that nature, would still continue within the corridor, and to affect the drainages in the 
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river. Best management practices will be implemented to improve or to minimize 
construction water runoff, erosion, and dust control. BMPs are something that show up 
in the construction documents and the contractor has to comply with them. Disturbed 
slopes will be revegetated, and all permits conditions will be complied with.  
 
Wetlands. Approximately six (6) acres of wetlands are estimated to be impacted, and 
avoidance and minimization measures have been incorporated into the design. So 
steepening up the side slopes or shifting the road away from the river were some of the 
methods to reduce the impacts. As far as replacing the wetlands, which is required 
under the Section 404 Permit from the Corps of Engineers, on-site locations have been 
identified or there are also possibilities to re-create some floodplain benches in some 
steeper slopes where the wetlands could be planted close enough to the water that they 
would be able to survive. There is also the Camp Creek Wetlands Mitigation Site that 
MDT created as part of the Sula South project that is located at the south end of the 
Sula job that would be an opportunity. Another opportunity that some of you may be 
familiar with is the potential to restore an ox-bow meander. If that were to occur, there 
would likely be some space within the meander to restore some wetlands there. Loran 
didn’t mention it, but the plan is that there are a couple of sites for the ox-bow meander 
reconnection that are still being coordinated with the landowners on those properties, 
but no decision has been made at this time to select a site or which one would be 
preferred.  
 
Biological Impacts. The impacts to the terrestrial biological resources, that is wildlife, 
birds, and amphibians as small as you can get, will primarily be due to a loss of 
vegetation – the wider pavement width being a larger area for them to have to cross, 
and construction-related mortality. Clearing and grubbing of vegetation, which is 
removing the vegetation along the side of the road, will be confined to the construction 
limits. MDT will explore opportunities to incorporate benches under the replaced bridges 
that could provide a wildlife passage for the animals. In addition, wildlife crossings 
through culverts have been identified in specific locations where it was identified that 
there was a concern or need for those to be addressed. Those locations are identified in 
the Environmental Assessment. There is also opportunity to construct a water source to 
keep animals from crossing U.S. 93, and I believe that is just south of the Medicine Tree 
area. That is being coordinated with Fish, Wildlife and Parks to determine the feasibility.  
 
Aquatic Resources. Impacts to the aquatic resources will be from bridge demolition and 
construction – any piers that would occur in the river or any abutments that came close 
to the floodplain, also culvert replacement and fill-side wall construction. It is estimated 
there will be a temporary increase in erosion potential associated from construction. 
One of the measures that has been identified to protect the aquatic resources is to 
power wash construction equipment to avoid the spread of whirling disease and noxious 
weeds.  
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Some impacts to the East Fork Bitterroot River have been identified. The information we 
have on the fill-side walls identifies whether there would be floodplain impact. There are 
two locations where it is currently estimated that the wall actually be within the 
floodplain. Although that has occurred, the hydraulic modeling that has been done for 
the key areas has identified that the floodplain impacts would not exceed the Ravalli 
County regulations of a 0.5-foot increase. 
 
Threatened and Endangered Species. The listed species identified in the study area 
were the Grizzly Bear, and there are no impacts identified to the Grizzly Bear. For the 
Bald Eagle, the Grey Wolf, or the Canada Lynx there was a determination of “may 
affect, not likely to adversely affect”. For the Bull Trout, which is also an endangered 
species, the determination was “may affect, likely to adversely affect.”  These are 
technical terms that may not mean much to you but it is the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service that makes that designation and it has to do with the likelihood of taking or 
harming or killing one of those species from the project or during construction. It is a 
formal permit that needs to be acquired. There are conservation measures identified in 
the document that need to be added into the project to avoid harm to those species. As 
far as some specific mitigation measures, the nest status for the Bald Eagles will need 
to be confirmed prior to construction, and raptor-proofing of any overhead utility lines 
that are relocated. There are also some extensive lists of measures for the Bull Trout, if 
you are interested in reading those, over on the summary of mitigation table. 
 
Visual Impacts. Visual impacts have been identified from the cut slopes, loss of 
vegetation, possibly the fill-side walls, guardrail, and additional pavement.  
 
Construction-related Impacts. Construction-related impacts are estimated to be some 
traffic delays but traffic will be maintained during construction. Local access will be 
maintained. Stockpiles are expected. A Storm Water Management Plan is required. A 
Noxious Weed Plan is also required that would include measures to reduce the spread 
of weeds and what seed mixes to use to replant and the timing of the planting. Signs 
and other forms of communication will be used to inform the residents and motorists of 
construction activities and delays. There will be permits required from the resource and 
permitting agencies. In the Environmental Assessment there is a list of all the different 
permits that will be required from the various agencies. 
 
PRESENTATION 
 
Loran Frazier (MDT)  Project Schedule. Over here we have the schedule (referring to 
graphic). This document we are asking for comments on is our decision document that 
guides how we do the final design. We are right here in 2004. After we are able to 
finalize the document with what we want to include in the project, we have about 20-30 
months of design – about two years of design. Then after we get the design finalized, 
we develop right-of-way plans and go purchase right-of-way, and that generally takes 
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about a year or so. Before we would even have plans for a project that would be ready 
to go, we are out into 2007-2009. 
 
Project Funding. Right now, if our highway funding stays about the same, I would not be 
able to fund this project until about 2009. I know that sounds like a long way out, but 
actually in highway design time when we are working on it, it is a fairly tight schedule to 
get the design done to get things up for that. If we get a little more highway money, this 
could move in and make it a little bit more challenging to get all the design done. If we 
get a little less, it would move out. Anyway our best prediction if things stay the way they 
are right now, is about 2009 for funding. 
 
COMMENTS / QUESTIONS 
 
Diane Bell (Carter-Burgess). We would now like to answer your questions or take your 
comments on the Environmental Assessment. If you were mostly interested in talking to 
the Engineers, we can break back out into an open-house format and you can speak 
with the Engineers. So at this point, if you have comments on the Environmental 
Assessment, we would like to hear them or if you have questions that we can answer 
related to this.  

  
Q: (Cathy Palmer) You say the funding is approximately 2009, but you are 

getting the right-of-way much earlier than that. Does that mean you will be 
paying for the right-of-way before that or are people negotiating the price and 
paying for it five years down the line. 

 
A: (Loran Frazier) When we go out and negotiate right-of-way, we purchase it. 

The funding I’m talking about is actual construction funding. Right now we 
have preliminary engineering authorized, and we can go ahead and develop 
design and then purchase right-of-way with the preliminary engineering 
funds. Actual construction funding will not be available until 2009. 

 
Q: (Bill Grasser) I live in the prior project at Mile Point 9. I would like to comment 

that during the last project, by the way they did a tremendous job and it is 
really fantastic to drive that piece of road as most of you have probably done. 
However there is an awful lot of leftover material, especially south of Sula 
store, at the high bridges at Mile Point 15+, especially that great big hump 
there east of the high bridges. I would surely like to see that material used on 
this future project all you can – there is a tremendous amount there. It would 
certainly make our section look a whole lot better. But they did a tremendous 
job on the highway. 

 
A: (Loran Frazier) As you pointed out, we wound up with a lot more material 

coming down off the mountain than what the designers had originally 
anticipated. That is one of the things we are doing with this job, at least I’ve 
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given the instructions to do that. I want to get out there and get a lot better 
geotechnical data on what type of rock structure we are dealing with so that 
we can design a lot better around it. You should have seen our drill crews 
out a little bit this winter and you should be seeing a little bit more of that 
going on. Getting a little bit more information about what we are dealing with 
helps quite a bit. 

  
 (Bill Grasser) There is plenty of material out there to work with so I would 

sure like to see it used. 
 

Q: (Laura Lindenlaub) There is a head gate that affects the ditch association 
with about thirty users just north of the very first fill-side wall location. Have 
you guys studied how that is going to affect the ditch?  It has already been 
pretty severely affected by the flood last May. It is RP 23; fill-side wall 
location number 12. 

 
A: (Diana Bell) We will defer that to Bill Squires afterwards. Bill can go through 

the plans with you and show you that location. 
 

Q: (Chuck Wikoff) I’ve reviewed your Environmental Assessment, and correct 
me if I’m wrong, but I understand it to say that because the highway 
department does not have any clear-cut designation of the Lewis and Clark 
Trail that it will be treated as if there was not one and it is not a 
consideration. Is that correct?  What do they intend to do about it? 

 
A: (Diana Bell) I can look at the exact language in the document. I think there 

were portions of the trail through this area that was not specifically identified 
as to which side of the road it was on. I can give you the information from the 
historical firm that did that study. In some areas perhaps it is identified where 
it is located and I understood that in the section through here it is not clearly 
identified – specifically where it is, so as far is it needing to be avoided, 
unless there were some physical sign. That is my understanding, but I would 
be glad to go through the document with you and will show you how it is 
treated. 

 
Q: (Unidentified) Are you saying that Bull Trout  “may be affected or are likely to 

be adversely affected” on an endangered species, by your own admission 
there?   

 
A: (Diana Bell) Yes. 

 
 (Pat Basting - MDT) It is a legal definition that we have to follow Section 7 of 

the Endangered Species Act, and because we are going to be in the river 
with piers or the new bridge there is a potential we will increase the amount 
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of sediment in the water column for a short time. So we have to disclose that 
it if there are Bull Trout in the vicinity, it could have a potential adverse affect. 
That is the legal definition that they provide to us where we say, “it may 
affect, likely to adversely affect”. Then we write the Biological Assessment, 
which has been written and submit it to the US Fish and Wildlife Service and 
they issue us a Biological Opinion that gives us conservation coordination 
measures to adhere to during construction. 

 
Q: (Unidentified) So even if it is likely to affect it, it will still be done anyway? 

 
A: (Pat Basting – MDT) Yes it will still be done. About the only time we would 

ever run into a serious problem with the US Fish and Wildlife Service is if 
they made a jeopardy decision where a project was going to jeopardize the 
continued existence of the entire species and there is not project that we are 
going to do that would go to that level. 

 
Note: No comments were given using the tape recorder available to the public 

during the public hearing. 
 
 
CLOSING 
 
Diana Bell  (Carter-Burgess). If there are no other comments, we encourage you to fill 
out the comment sheets and leave those with us or mail them back, or speak to John in 
the back to tape record your message into the microphone, or go on to MDT’s website 
and leave your comments on the document before March 22, 2004. I imagine that when 
there is a decision made on the document, you will be getting some sort of notice in the 
mail, or advertisement in the paper that the decision has been made, and 
announcement the next step in the project. 
 
John Robinson (MDT). Thank you very much for coming. All of these people are here 
from the Department – Ray Harbin from Right-of-Way, Bill Squires and Mark French, 
and others so if you have any questions about road design, right-of-way, biological 
concerns, please speak to us. Thank you. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Montana Department of Transportation (MDT), in conjunction with the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA), proposes to reconstruct US 93 to rural National Highway System (NHS) 
route standards for mountainous terrain, along its current alignment between Reference Posts 
(RP) 16.24 and 23.24 near Conner.  The NHS standards and reconstruction include a 40-foot 
two-lane undivided roadway with shoulders.  The termini of the project were determined to 
include a portion of US 93 (between RP 23.24 and RP 25.88) that had previously been 
reconstructed.  This area will be resurfaced to include widened shoulders to provide a 
consistent pavement width.  One exception to the proposed typical roadway width is a curb and 
gutter section with narrower shoulders in the Medicine Tree area to minimize roadway impacts 
to the culturally significant site. 
 
The project is located in Ravalli County in southwestern Montana.  The surrounding land uses 
are low-density rural residential, agricultural land and mountainous National Forest System 
lands.  The corridor runs through the Bitterroot National Forest and is adjacent to the East Fork 
Bitterroot River. 
 
The primary purpose and need for the project is to improve the operational characteristics, 
safety and physical conditions of the existing highway facility.  Reconstructing the roadway is 
necessary to bring it to National Highway System (NHS) standards.  In addition, adjacent 
sections of US 93 have been reconstructed to the NHS standard for this route, which are a 40-
foot or greater roadway width and 50 mph design speed. 
 
The Preferred Alternative consists of two 12-foot travel lanes with 8-foot shoulders.  The current 
roadway width is approximately 24 feet, consisting of two 12-foot travel lanes with little to no 
shoulders.  In the area near the Medicine Tree the proposed typical cross section includes two 
12-foot lanes and narrower shoulders and curb and gutter with guardrail. 
 
The environmental impacts and mitigation measures associated with this project are discussed 
in Chapter 3.0.  The primary impacts are listed below: 
 
• Right-of-way:  Based on conceptual design, direct conversion of land for highway right-of-

way is estimated to be approximately 63 acres.  Some utility relocation may be required. 

• Water Resources and Water Quality:  Some roadway widening occurs adjacent to the 
East Fork Bitterroot River.  Roadway maintenance and construction activity affect water 
quality conditions. 

• Wetlands:  Approximately 6 acres of wetlands are estimated to be impacted by the 
proposed action. 

• Floodplains:  Some impacts occur to the East Fork Bitterroot River floodplain.  This project 
will comply with Ravalli County’s floodplain regulations and Executive Order 11988. 

• Threatened or Endangered Species:  The following effect determinations have been 
made:  Grizzly Bear—no affect; bull trout—may affect, likely to adversely affect; Bald 
eagle, gray wolf and Canada lynx—may affect, not likely to adversely affect.  Formal 
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consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has been initiated for the bull trout and 
Canada lynx. A decision document will not be signed prior to receiving the biological 
opinion. 

• Cultural Resources:  No effect determinations have been made for the Whitesell Irrigation 
Ditch Flume, Joe’s Bitterroot Ranch (a.k.a. Rocky Knob Lodge), and Medicine Tree.  A 
privacy wall has been coordinated with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes to 
protect this culturally important site. 

• Section 4(f).  No Section 4(f) impacts. 
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1.0  PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTION 

1.1  Study Area Description and Location 

The study area is located on US 93 in Ravalli County, Montana (See Figure 1-1).  The 9.6-mile 
project begins about 16 miles north of the Montana/ Idaho border at Reference Post (RP) 16.24 
and extends northerly to Reference Post 25.88 near Conner as shown in Figure 1-2.  The 
project is located within the following Township, Range, and Sections of the Montana Principal 
Meridian (MPM): 
 
• Township 1 North, Range 20 West, Sections 1 and 2. 

• Township 2 North, Range 20 West, Sections 16, 17, 21, 22, 27, 34, and 35. 
 
The study area is a major north-south corridor that traverses a variety of landscapes: 
mountainous terrain, National Forest System land, low-density rural residential, agricultural land, 
and river and riparian habitat.  The project parallels the East Fork Bitterroot River through much 
of the corridor.  The corridor runs through the Bitterroot National Forest and an area that 
suffered extensive damage in the forest fires of summer 2000. 
 
1.2  Existing Road Description 

US 93 is an important transportation corridor for locals, tourists and commercial vehicles.  It is a 
primary link from southern Idaho, through Western Montana, to British Columbia, Canada (see 
Figure 1-1). The corridor provides many accesses to private residences and is also used to 
transport agricultural and timber products.  It is a vital element contributing to the local and 
regional economy.  Bicyclists commonly use this section of US 93 during the warmer months 
and this is expected to continue. 
 
US 93 is classified as a principal arterial and is a part of the National Highway System (NHS). 
The majority of the project corridor is very narrow due to the adjacent river on one side and 
mountainous slopes on the other side.  As part of current access management, it is designated 
a limited access facility. 
 
The existing facility within the study area is a rural two-lane highway with a 24-foot paved 
surface with little or no shoulder (see Existing Typical Section, Figure 1-3) that is considerably 
narrower than the 40-foot design standard for this NHS highway.  The original facility was 
constructed in 1936 and 1937 under the Forest Highway Program with improvements in 1939.  
This 65-year old highway is cracking, has inconsistent surface due to patching and has minimal 
shoulders.  The existing horizontal alignment includes sixteen horizontal curves, four of which 
do not meet the 50 mph design speed.  The vertical alignment includes nineteen curves that all 
meet the stopping sight distance for the 50 mph design speed, which is a MDT standard. 
 
There is one bridge on US 93 located within the study area at RP 18.1 and the location is shown 
on Figure 1-2.  The bridge is a three-span steel and girder floor beam type structure that spans 
the East Fork Bitterroot River.  It was built in 1937, is 130 feet in length and carries the 24-foot  



������
����������	�� ��������	
�����	�������

��������	�
����������	
������������������������������������� �������

���������	�	
�
�����	�

������

����

����	�����

��������

��������

������

�����	�����

�������

�����
�����
�����

��

 �

 !

 !

	 "

	 "

#$

#%

��
#$

	&�

	&!

	 "

�����
���	���

����

'�����(

��

 �

	 "

 !

 $������
����	� 	 "



������
����������	�� ��������	


��������	


�
��

�
��

�
��

��

�����

��������� �����

����

�
�


��
��

��
���

�
��

����

�
	�

���
��

��
�

��

�
��

���
��

��
�

���
��

��
��

��
��

��

��
���

��
��

�

��������������������������

�

��

��
�

		
��

�
�

�	�����	���		

����	�

��	 ��		�

�
�

��� ���

��

�����

�����

�����

�����

�����

����	

����


�����

�����

���
�����	

�������

���
�����
��

�����

������������

�����������	

�������

�������

��� ��!"


��	�
���������������������		��� !"#�����



 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
 

PAGE 1-4 

roadway.  The bridge has a structural sufficiency rating of 46.7 (on a 100-point scale).  The 
Sufficiency Rating is a composite of several ratings of individual bridge items that rate the 
structural condition and geometry of the bridge.  Additionally, a bridge with low ratings on the 
structural condition items will be designated structurally deficient, and a bridge with poor ratings 
for geometry items will be designated as functionally obsolete.  The MDT Bridge Bureau’s 
Inventory and Structural Sufficiency Rating lists any bridge rating of less than 50 as being 
structurally deficient and eligible for replacement. 
 
1.3  Proposed Action 

The Montana Department of Transportation (MDT) in conjunction with the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) proposes to reconstruct US 93 between RP 16.24 and RP 23.24.  The 
project corridor between RP 23.24 and RP 25.88 is proposed to include resurfacing and 
widened shoulders but not reconstruction.  The existing and proposed typical sections are 
shown in Figure 1-3.  In the Medicine Tree area (RP 20.5) a curb and gutter section is proposed 
to minimize impacts to the Medicine Tree (see Medicine Tree Typical Section, Figure 1-3). The 
proposed action is depicted in Figure 1-4. The proposed action would reconstruct the present 
traveled way (PTW) primarily along the existing alignment.  The East Fork Bitterroot River 
Bridge (RP 18.1) would be replaced with a new bridge capable of accommodating a 40-foot 
roadway. 
 
The roadway will generally be widened away from the East Fork Bitterroot River.  In the area of 
the Medicine Tree (RP 20.5), the roadway is offset towards the river to provide a buffer along 
the Medicine Tree property.  The turnout for the Medicine Tree at RP 20.5 will be perpetuated.  
A privacy wall is proposed along the Medicine Tree property to provide screening and protection 
from the highway (see Figure 1-3 and Figure 2-2). 
 
The proposed action does not have as an objective the intent to induce population growth, 
economic development, or increased traffic.  The proposed project would reconstruct the 
existing two-lane highway with a new two-lane highway that has improved alignment and grades 
within the current highway corridor.  Highway design, using appropriate widths for traffic lanes, 
shoulders, recovery areas and rights-of-way are included to meet NHS standards.  
Reconstruction will also include bridge replacement, fill-side walls, grading, slope flattening, 
drainage, signing, pavement markings, revegetation, fencing, mailbox replacement, access 
control, approaches, and necessary utility relocation.  To the extent feasible, the widened 
roadway will generally be projected away from the river to avoid encroachment into 
environmentally sensitive areas along the river. 
 
The proposed roadway is intended to meet design guidelines and standards to provide needed 
improvements in safety and operation for the traveling public.  It may be appropriate, where 
substantial environmental effects may occur, where construction costs may be excessive, or 
where otherwise impractical, to consider highway designs that do not meet the desired 
standards. 
 
In areas where the roadway embankment would encroach into the river or floodplain, fill-side 
walls and other measures have been proposed to avoid and minimize impacts to the river 
ecosystem.  Most walls will be outside/above the floodplain. 
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The portion of the project corridor between RP 23.24 and RP 25.88 was previously 
reconstructed to accommodate a future 40-foot paved surface consistent with the remainder of 
the project corridor.  The primary purpose of this work is to meet NHS standards and provide 
continuity with wider shoulders. 
 
MDT has completed environmental analyses for other projects on US 93 as connected actions.  
The Darby-South project (F 7-1 (36) 23) was completed in 1991 and Sula-North (F 7-1 (58) 9) 
was completed in 2002. These projects have not caused other actions that required an 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  The projects proceeded independently.  They were not 
dependent on other actions, and they were not an interdependent part of a larger action (40 
CFR 1508.25). 
 
1.4  Purpose and Need 

The primary purpose and need for the proposed action is to improve the operational 
characteristics, safety and physical conditions of the existing highway facility.  Reconstructing 
the PTW is necessary to improve the roadway conditions to current NHS standards. 
 
1.4.1  ROADWAY DEFICIENCIES 

One need for the project is to correct roadway deficiencies. The existing roadway has many 
deficiencies when compared to NHS standards for a rural NHS route in mountainous terrain that 
affect its ability to safely carry a growing number of vehicles, such as: 
 
• Inadequate Shoulder Width.  For much of the corridor the shoulder widths are one foot or 

less.  The standard shoulder width for highways of this functional classification is typically 
eight feet.  An eight-foot width allows for a stalled vehicle to be parked on the shoulder and 
be clear of the traffic lane.  The current lack of shoulders causes a safety hazard when there 
is no opportunity for vehicles to pull over from overheating or other mechanical problems, or 
for maintenance vehicles and operations.  A design exception in the Medicine Tree area has 
been recommended to avoid and minimize impacts to the Medicine Tree and East Fork 
Bitterroot River. 

• Horizontal and Vertical Alignment.  The existing horizontal alignment includes sixteen 
horizontal curves that do not meet the MDT design criteria for a design speed of 50 mph. 
Some curves create hazardous driving conditions, such as limited sight distance and few 
passing opportunities, which could cause motorists to lose control and drive off the roadway.  
Much of the project is in mountainous terrain with steep side slopes, creating at times a 
dangerous situation. 

The existing vertical alignment includes nineteen curves that all meet the minimum stopping 
sight distance for a 50 mph design speed throughout the project corridor. 

• Pavement Deficiencies.  The existing pavement is a deteriorated bituminous treated 
surface with a width of 24 feet.  The paved surface throughout the project exhibits severe 
deterioration and is in need of repaving. The pavement has a substantial amount of 
distortion and is subject to severe frost heaves during spring thaw.  Reconstructing the 
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roadway and new pavement will be more cost effective over the long term than continuing to 
maintain the existing roadway. 

• Local Access Geometry.  Most local access turnouts along the corridor are gravel or dirt 
roads and some have bridge access that cross the East Fork Bitterroot River.  Many access 
turnouts have substandard or inadequate turning and/or stopping distances, causing 
unexpected or sometimes dangerous turning movements.  US 93 is designated a limited 
access facility and as such has design criteria established to control access onto the 
highway. 

• Access to Recreation Activities.  US 93 provides access to many recreational activities 
within the Bitterroot National Forest and along the project corridor such as: 

 
◊ Fishing ◊ Hiking 
◊ Picnicking ◊ Camping 
◊ Site seeing ◊ Wildlife viewing 
◊ Hunting ◊ Bicycling 
◊ Snowmobiling ◊ Skiing 

 
These recreational highway users would benefit by safer driving conditions and improved 
shoulder/clear zone features and passing opportunities. 
 
1.4.2  TRAFFIC VOLUMES AND CHARACTERISTICS 

US 93 is a NHS route with heavy local, tourist and truck traffic.  The yearly traffic volumes on 
US 93 from 1993 to 1999 are depicted in Figure 1-5.  According to the most recent traffic 
studies, 1,370 vehicles was the 2000 Average Daily Traffic (ADT) on US 93. Traffic volumes are 
projected to reach 2,200 in the 2024 design year for highway improvements, representing a 60 
percent increase in traffic predicted over the next twenty years. 
 
Currently, much of this corridor is not available for passing.  As volumes increase in the future, 
the ability for vehicles to pass will become more restricted, increasing delay and bottlenecks.  
The Level-of-Service (LOS) is a rating of traffic operating conditions that is calculated by 
comparing traffic volumes to available capacity along a roadway.  Figure 1-6 depicts varying 
degrees of roadway operating characteristics for mountainous driving conditions.  LOS A is 
rated as the best (free flow), while LOS F is the worst (forced/delayed flow).  MDT has 
established guidelines for LOS for principal arterials.  In the design year (2024) a principal 
arterial in rolling terrain should provide LOS B.  In mountainous terrain, LOS C should be 
provided.  The capacity analysis for the project corridor in the design year predicted a LOS C, 
close to LOS D.  The No-Action Alternative would likely result in LOS D or lower in the future 
design year, due primarily to the substantially higher traffic volumes and deficient geometric 
conditions. 
 
Future LOS with the Preferred Alternative is expected to be better than the No-Action 
Alternative for the year 2024 due to standard shoulder widths allowing slow-moving vehicles 
space to pull over as needed. 
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There are many types of vehicles that currently use US 93.  The corridor serves local traffic as 
well as recreational vehicles in the summer and winter since the area draws many tourists 
seeking the great outdoor amenities the area offers.  US 93 is also used by commercial vehicles 
since the corridor is a main north-south interstate route.  Logging near the study area requires 
that the roadway accommodate large trucks to haul logs.  Commercial and tractor trucks make 
up approximately ten percent of the average traffic. 
 
1.4.3  SAFETY 

Analysis of the past ten years of accident data for the 9.6-mile section of US 93 identified 
several deficiencies in the present highway.  If corrective improvements are not implemented 
and traffic volumes continue to increase as projected, it is likely that the rate and severity of 
accidents will increase. 
 
The physical features of US 93, such as road profile and cross-section, access characteristics, 
and horizontal and vertical curvature conditions, affect safety by influencing the ability of the 
driver to maintain vehicle control. Some factors, such as vehicle characteristics, have changed 
over the years to redefine the relationship between safety and road design so that previously 
acceptable design (1930s) is now outdated.  Design improvements along US 93 can reduce 
accident rates and the severity of accidents. 
 
During the period 1990 to 2000, there were 126 accidents, which occurred on this section of 
US 93.  Figure 1-7 identifies the accidents per reference post for the years 1990 to 2000.  Of 
these, 47 accidents included injuries.  There was one fatality.  Approximately 30 percent of the 
accidents occurred during wet, snowy, or icy road conditions.  The majority (86.5 percent) of 
accidents involved only one vehicle. 
 
To evaluate accident data, an accident rate and severity index are used.  An accident rate is 
defined as accidents per million vehicle miles traveled.  The accident rate for this section of 
US 93 for the years 1990 to 2000 is 2.68 accidents per million vehicle miles (mvm).  The 
statewide average for rural highways over this same time period is 1.30 accidents per million 
vehicle miles.  An area is considered to be a safety problem if it exceeds the statewide accident 
rate. 
 
The statewide average severity index for a rural highway is 2.39 accident per mvm.  The 
severity index accounts for the different degree of severity among accidents involving fatalities, 
injuries and property damage.  The study area severity index is 2.48 accidents per mvm. 
 
• Wild animals were involved in 37 of the accidents or 29 percent of the total. 

• Over half of the accidents resulted in the vehicle leaving the road and hitting rocks/boulders, 
trees, embankment, signposts or other fixed objects.  Adequate clear zone design is 
essential to address this issue. 

 
Several accident clusters were identified within the project corridor between RP 16 and RP 21.  
Safety measures are included in this project. 
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The project will increase sight distance and widen shoulders, giving motorists the opportunity to 
avoid collisions.  These improvements will bring this section of US 93 up to NHS standards and, 
thereby, reducing the accident rate. 
 
1.4.4  SYSTEM CONTINUITY 

US 93 is classified as a limited access, principal arterial and is part of the National Highway 
System (NHS).  US 93 is an integral part of the regional transportation network, connecting 
interstate population and commerce centers.  It is the major north-south highway in western 
Montana, as well as the major north-south artery for the Bitterroot National Forest.  It also 
serves local commercial users and the traveling public. 
 
US 93 from RP 23.24 to RP 36.85 was reconstructed in 1991 under project 7-1 (36) 23 Darby-
South.  The paved width of this project was at least 40 feet throughout, with the exception of the 
segment from RP 23.24 to RP 25.88.  In this 2.5-mile segment, the roadbed was reconstructed 
wide enough to accommodate a future 40-foot paved width, but it was paved only 28 feet wide.  
 
US 93 to the south was reconstructed under the project NH 7-1(58) 9 F Sula-North & South. 
The paved width of this project is 40 feet throughout. 
 
Proposed improvements would enhance driver expectancy and system continuity by providing a 
consistent road width. There is a component of driver expectancy that should be considered.  
When a driver encounters an improved section of roadway, as currently exists north and south 
of the project corridor, there is an expectation that the roadway improvements will be 
continuous.  The typical driver will not expect the surface and configuration of the road to 
change sporadically for short distances between improved sections.  More specifically, a driver 
traveling on US 93 on either side of this section with widened shoulders, standard design 
speeds, adequate clear zones and standard roadway features, will reasonably expect that these 
conditions will continue without an abrupt change. 
 
1.5  Project History 

US 93 was built in this area under the Forest Highway Program in 1936 and 1937 with minor 
improvements in 1939. 
 
A draft Environmental Assessment (EA) was prepared by MDT for this project in December 
1995.  In addition to various typical section alternatives and centerline alignments, five 
alternatives were assessed for avoidance and minimization of the impacts to the Medicine Tree.  
These alternatives have been carried forward into this EA.  In the 1995 EA Alternative E in the 
Medicine Tree area was selected as the preferred alternative by the Montana Highway 
Commission. This was an off-alignment alternative that crossed the East Fork Bitterroot River in 
the area of the Medicine Tree.  A decision document was never prepared and signed for the 
1995 EA. 
 
A draft Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes 
(CSKT) was initiated in 1999 to protect the culturally significant Medicine Tree.  The draft MOA 
identifies a mutual agreement by MDT and CSKT that replaces Alternative E with Alternative D 
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as the preferred alternative alignment in the Medicine Tree area.  In addition, a privacy wall to 
protect the tree from the highway is included in the design.  Until the MOA is finalized, the MDT 
will comply with the draft MOA. 
 
This EA will incorporate the current proposed design for the Medicine Tree area, as well as 
avoidance and minimization measures proposed to reduce impacts to the East Fork Bitterroot 
River system and floodplain.  This EA assesses the impacts associated with Alternative D in the 
Medicine Tree Area and improvements on the current alignment. 
 
 



 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
 

PAGE 2-1 

2.0  ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED 

2.1  Descriptions of Alternatives 

2.1.1  NO-ACTION ALTERNATIVE 

One alternative considered and evaluated for this proposed project is the No-Action Alternative, 
which would leave the roadway in its present location and condition without improvements.  This 
alternative is included as required by the FHWA Technical Advisory (T 6640.8A, October 30, 
1987).  This would result in no improvements beyond routine maintenance.  This alternative was 
not selected as the preferred alternative because it does not satisfy the stated purpose and 
need of the project.  It would not provide a facility capable of effectively handling the existing or 
projected traffic volumes, reduce the projected higher-than-average maintenance costs, or 
enhance safety for this stretch of the roadway.  No right-of-way would be required. 
 
2.1.2  BUILD ALTERNATIVES 

Preferred Alternative:  Reconstruction of US 93 on the Present Traveled Way (PTW) 
From the beginning of the project at Reference Post (RP) 16.24 to the river crossing at RP 18.1, 
the new centerline will generally follow the existing horizontal alignment with some shifting 
toward the west shoulder of the existing road.  From RP 18.1 to RP 22.74, the new centerline 
will generally be on the east shoulder of the present traveled way (PTW), excluding the 
Medicine Tree alternatives.  From RP 22.74, the common end point of the Medicine Tree 
alternatives, to the end of the reconstruction section at RP 23.24, the new centerline follows the 
existing centerline.  Some minor alignment shifts or curvature may be associated with a river 
meander reconnection as discussed in Section 3.8.3.  See the Preferred Alternative depicted in 
Figure 1-4. 
 
The alignment and typical section have been refined to minimize river, floodplain and 
riparian/wetland impacts by use of fill-side walls in selected locations.  This alternative includes: 
 
• Graded roadway to accommodate a 40-foot paved surface. 
• Two 12-foot lanes. 
• Eight-foot shoulders. 
• Replace bridge over East Fork Bitterroot River (RP 18.1). 
• Privacy wall at Medicine Tree. 
• Fill-side walls adjacent to the river to minimize slope impacts to river, floodplains and 

wetlands. A fill-side wall would be located on the downhill side of the roadway where the 
new road embankment, without the wall, would extend into a sensitive area. Numerous wall 
types could be used. See Figure 3-4 for photo simulation example. 

• Culvert extension/replacement at various locations. 
• Right-of-way acquisitions will be required. 
• Utility relocation. 
• Left-turn lanes will be evaluated in selected locations during final design. 
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Because this proposed project closely follows the existing highway alignment, environmental 
impacts will be minimized.  Pursuing this alternative satisfies the purpose and need by providing 
a safe, efficient, traffic facility capable of meeting existing and future demands. This alternative 
is carried forth in Chapter 3.0 as the Preferred Alternative. 
 
Avoidance and Minimization Measures 
Coordination meetings have been held with permitting and resource agencies to discuss the 
recommendations for avoidance and minimization of impacts to wetlands, the East Fork 
Bitterroot River and floodplain and known wildlife crossing locations, as part of reconstructing 
US 93 on the PTW as described above.  The design modifications following the coordination 
meetings, eliminated or shortened (in height or length, approximately 2,835 feet) fill-side walls, 
by adjusting the horizontal alignment, thereby minimizing impacts to those resources.  The 
impacts to floodplain areas were also minimized by steepening side slopes where feasible.  
Locations of walls in relation to the bankfull elevation and 100-year floodplain were discussed 
and evaluated, as well as wildlife crossing safety improvements. 
 
2.1.3  MEDICINE TREE ALTERNATIVES 

The Medicine Tree site (24RA513), located near RP 20.5, is a sacred place to members of the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes (CSKT) as well as other Native American groups in 
the region. The Medicine Tree site represents the most culturally sensitive area within the 
project corridor, and was listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) in April 1995.  
The Medicine Tree site is a traditional cultural property, which falls under the jurisdiction of the 
National Historic Preservation Act (1996) and the American Indian Religious Freedom Act 
(1978). 
 
The Medicine Tree represents a significant sacred site to members of the CSKT, who continued 
to use it in the practice of their native religion.  CSKT members believe that their present and 
future well being as a living culture depends on continued use of the Medicine Tree site for 
spiritual purposes.  Sacred sites like the Medicine Tree are at the core of CSKT cultural and 
spiritual identity. 
 
The existing highway corridor is a long established route effectively serving residential, tourist, 
and farm-to-market traffic.  There are no local alternatives (new alignment) having any 
advantage over the existing highway corridor for this project.  The available corridor is very 
narrow due to the presence of the river on one side and high mountains on the other.  Five 
alternative alignments were developed for consideration in the Medicine Tree area as shown in 
Figure 2-1 to avoid the Medicine Tree.  The five alternatives are discussed in more detail. 
 
Although the extent of avoidance varies for each alternative, it is the intent of all proposed 
alternatives in this sensitive area to avoid and/or reduce further impact to the Medicine Tree.  
The following five alternative alignments were considered as possible ways to avoid or reduce 
further conflict with the site.  Figure 2-1 shows the approximate locations of the five alignments.  
A modification of Alignment D is presented as the current Preferred Alternative. 
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Alignment A 
This alternative route would depart to the west of the existing road at RP 19.6, cross the East 
Fork Bitterroot River and cut through a mountain on a nearly straight horizontal alignment before 
crossing the river and reconnect to the existing road at RP 21.0+.  This alignment would 
completely avoid the Medicine Tree by relocating the highway on the opposite side of the East 
Fork Bitterroot River.  However, two new bridges as well as a cut through the mountain 
approximately 400 feet deep would be required.  The 1995 construction cost estimate was 
$36.5 million.  This was eliminated due to the extensive impact as well as lack of public support. 
 
Modified Alignment A 
A tunnel was considered along this route to avoid the extensive cut slopes on the mountain. 
This alignment was considered very costly for the achieved benefit. 
 
Alignment B 
This alternative route would depart west of the existing roadway near RP 19.6 and cross the 
East Fork Bitterroot River before following the contour of the mountain base to minimize the cuts 
as much as possible.  The new alignment would pass (behind) west of the Medicine Tree  
Ranch1 and another residence before re-crossing the East Fork Bitterroot River again and 
connecting with the existing roadway at RP 21.0. 
 
This alignment also closely parallels a bend in the river near RP 20.2 between the two new 
bridge locations.  This alternative would have adverse impacts in the form of relocation of four 
residences, encroachment on the river, undesirable hydraulic qualities, and cost.  The 1995 
construction cost estimate was $3.4 million.  For these reasons, this alignment was eliminated. 
 
Modified Alignment B 
A variation to the Alternative B alignment would have US 93 follow the western riverbank more 
closely in the area opposite the Medicine Tree to avoid some of the relocations.  The cost and 
feasibility were determined to be unreasonable. 
 
Alignment C 
This alternative would follow the existing horizontal alignment of US 93.  In the immediate 
vicinity of the Medicine Tree near RP 20.5, a 1,000-foot-long cantilevered roadway structure 
would be built to shift the road west about 22 feet over the river and away from the tree.  The 
common end points of Alignments A and B were used for a comparative cost analysis of 
alternatives.  River impacts would include loss of riparian vegetation under the cantilever 
structure due to reduced sunlight, temporary increase in turbidity in the river sediment load from 
construction, and minor changes in the river bottom contour due to the intrusion of a man-made 
structure.  Visual and noise impacts at the Medicine Tree, though moderately reduced, would 
not be eliminated.  The 1995 construction cost estimate was $3.9 million. 
 
Alignment D 
This alternative is very similar to Alignment C with the exception of using a fill-side wall to shift 
the 1,000 feet segment of US 93 towards the river and away from the Medicine Tree.  This 

                                                 
1 Although the Medicine Tree Ranch got its name from the cultural site, it is not associated with the Medicine Tree. 
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alignment would closely follow the current alignment and would shift the alignment 
approximately 12 feet towards the river.  Channel impacts to the East Fork Bitterroot River 
would include temporary construction-related sediment loading.  Visual and noise impacts at the 
Medicine Tree, though moderately reduced, would not be eliminated.  MDT also considered 
using a curb and gutter section, no ditches, underground drains, and guardrail on the riverside 
with no filling or river channel changes.  The 1995 construction cost estimate was $0.7 million. 
 
Preferred Alternative:  Modified Alignment D 
Since 1995, a modified Alternative D, has been selected as a Preferred Alternative and has 
been assessed in this EA as part of the proposed build alternative.  Modified Alignment D has 
narrowed shoulders, includes a privacy wall at the Medicine Tree and fill-side walls above the 
high water mark of the East Fork Bitterroot River in certain locations (see Figure 2-2 for 
conceptual design typical section). 
 
Alignment E 
This alternative would depart to the west of the existing road at RP 20.2 and cross the East Fork 
Bitterroot River at RP 20.4.  This would place the alignment on the west side of the river totally 
avoiding the Medicine Tree.  This alignment rejoins the existing road at about RP 21.0.  Two  
new bridges would be required for this alternative and impact one residence.  Short-term 
construction-related impacts would include a temporary increase in turbidity in the river.  On 
October 13, 1994 the Montana Highway Commission selected this route as the preferred 
alternative and was assessed in the 1995 EA.  The 1995 construction cost estimate was $2.1 
million. 
 
2.2  Alternatives Considered, But Not Advanced 

2.2.1  EVALUATION CRITERIA 

The following criteria were considered in the alternative evaluation process to select the 
Preferred Alternative. 
 
• MEETS PURPOSE AND NEED:  As defined in Chapter One 

• SAFETY IMPROVEMENTS:  Shoulder widths meet AASHTO and NHS standards, passing 
lanes, improved sight distance, improved access geometry and visibility. 

• CONSTRUCTABILITY:  Slope containment, fill-side walls, structures (bridges, tunnels, etc). 

• RIGHT-OF-WAY/RELOCATIONS:  Does the alternative require private or public property 
acquisition, easements or relocations? 

• ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS:  Wetlands and riparian vegetation, cultural properties, water 
resources (water quality) impacts, Section 4(f), visual impacts, wildlife habitat/crossings, 
noise considerations. 

• PUBLIC ACCEPTANCE 
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• SYSTEM CONTINUITY:  Does the typical section/laneage/design speeds, driver expectancy 
correspond to adjacent sections of US 93? 

• CAPITAL COST 
 
2.2.2  EVALUATION OF ALTERNATIVES SUMMARY 

The evaluation criteria were used to assess the benefits, impacts and effectiveness of the 
alternatives for improvements to US 93 in the project corridor. 
 
The off-alignment alternatives (Alignments A, Modified A, B, Modified B and E as shown in 
Figure 2-1) proposing to move the highway away from the Medicine Tree are not recommended 
due to the impacts to local landowners, construction of two new bridges, potential encroachment 
on the river and prohibitive construction costs.  Alternative A would also impact an elk wintering 
range.  These alternatives were not supported by the local landowners. 
 
While Alignment E was assessed previously in the 1995 EA, it has been eliminated from further 
consideration due to its impact to local landowners, environmental impacts, failure to address 
safety concerns and its construction cost. 
 
Alignments C and D both remain on the existing alignment but include centerline shifts away 
from the Medicine Tree towards the river.  Alignment C was eliminated from further 
consideration due to its greater impact to the river, floodplain and vegetation and its construction 
cost when compared to Alignment D. 
 
Since Reconstruction of US 93 on the Present Travel Way and Medicine Tree Modified 
Alignment D meet Purpose and Need best, they have been selected as the Preferred 
Alternative and carried forth in Chapter 3.0–Existing Conditions, Impacts and Mitigation.  
Continued refinement will be made through the design process to minimize and avoid impacts.  
The Preferred Alternative is described in Sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3 in more detail. 
 
The No-Action Alternative does not meet Purpose and Need for the project, and will continue to 
have maintenance, traffic and safety concerns associated with the deficiencies.  As required by 
MEPA/NEPA, the No-Action Alternative will be assessed in Chapter 3.0. 
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3.0  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONSEQUENCES 

This chapter evaluates current conditions of the project environment; it evaluates environmental 
and social consequences of the alternatives; and identifies mitigation measures to minimize 
effects of the Preferred Alternative. 
 
3.1  Land Use 

3.1.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

The proposed project is located in the Bitterroot Valley of southwestern Montana and 
surrounded on the east and west sides by the Bitterroot National Forest.  The Bitterroot Valley is 
approximately 25 miles wide, 96 miles long, and covers 2,383 square miles.  Pockets of the 
Bitterroot National Forest are adjacent to the study area. The corridor character is mountainous 
steep terrain, river and floodplain and some open lands with scattered home sites. 
 
The Bitterroot National Forest lands are managed with primarily two different management 
goals.  The management goals of the majority of neighboring forest areas to US 93 are to 
maintain the partial retention visual quality objective and manage timber.  The USFS activities 
emphasize roaded dispersed recreation activities, old growth, and big game cover.  The Forest 
Service also aims to provide moderate levels of timber, livestock forage, big game forage and 
access for mineral exploration.  A small portion of the roadway is also adjacent to the Lewis and 
Clark National Historic Trail. 
 
Up until 30 years ago, private land use in the study area consisted of timber production, 
agriculture, and open space.  These land uses have recently transformed over to rural home 
sites. The transformation is viewed as a trend that will continue into the near future.  The 
aesthetic value and recreational opportunities of the Bitterroot Valley have drawn residents to 
the area.  The valley has become a desirable place to live, often for retirees and other people 
from out-of-state. 
 
Toward the northern end of the project corridor along US 93 is the town of Conner with land 
uses typical of rural towns.  The town of Conner does not have a comprehensive land use plan, 
zoning or planning policy.  Ravalli County has special zoning districts elsewhere in the county.  
There are no zoning districts within the project corridor.  The city of Hamilton is the county seat 
of Ravalli County, which basically covers the Bitterroot Valley.  
 
Ravalli County has experienced population growth four times the statewide average since 1970, 
particularly between 1993 and 1998.  Consequently, residential development will likely continue 
in the study area until the remaining undeveloped lands are occupied.  Traffic congestion has 
not been a problem in this part of the US 93 corridor such that it limited growth. 
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3.1.2  LAND USE IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  No direct conversion of land for highway use would result from the No-
Action Alternative. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  Direct conversion of use would occur to adjacent land acquired for right-
of-way and easements.  Related to indirect effects, one assumption for this project is that 
population growth and new development are not going to occur solely due to the proposed 
transportation improvements.  According to the study Guidance for Estimating the Indirect 
Effects of Proposed Transportation Projects (Transportation Research Board, NCHRP Report 
403, 1998), future population growth and related development in any location is dependent on a 
number of variables that will shape the look, density, timing, and viability of that development.  
Some of these factors include the strength of the local and general economy, interest rates, land 
availability and price, the price of gas, the availability and price of building supplies, new 
industry or services, availability of housing, land use or access controls, local politics, and 
personal preferences.  Transportation improvements are also a factor that could influence the 
location and timing of future development depending on where and when improvements are 
constructed.  The appearance and density of any future development is not very easily 
determined based on the planning scale of this assessment and availability of future 
development plans.  Since most future assumptions are based on a 2024 design year, many 
variables will change from year to year that would individually or collectively influence a different 
set of circumstances. 
 
The general region may be considered generally favorable for future growth based on historical 
growth rates, potential growth generators related to tourism and the region’s export of natural 
resources, minimal growth restrictions, availability of large vacant land parcels with suitable soils 
for development, and since US 93 is the primary north-south route in western Montana.  
However, the project is not near Missoula or another population center, and most people who 
are using the road are doing so regardless of the potential improvements.  Since additional 
capacity from additional lanes is not a part of the Preferred Alternative and the improvements 
are mostly on the current alignment, the likelihood of induced growth and conversion of land use 
as a result from the proposed action is not likely. 
 
3.1.3  LAND USE MITIGATION 

No mitigation is required. 
 
3.2  Farmland 

3.2.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

According to the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), there is one soil type in the 
highway corridor that is considered Prime Farmland.  There is not any unique farmland in the 
study area.  One parcel of prime farmland soil type Ab (Adel Loam) is located between Station 
195+00 to Station 202+00 (approximately RP 17.8). The Bitterroot Conservation District has not 
designated any soils as Farmland of Local Importance.   
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3.2.2  FARMLAND IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  No impacts to Prime Farmland will occur with the No-Action 
Alternative. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  There would be no impacts to prime farmland as a result of 
implementation of the Preferred Alternative because the proposed widening improvements 
would be to the other side of the highway where the Prime Farmland is located.  The May 6, 
2002 coordination letter from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) is located in Appendix A. 
 
3.2.3  FARMLAND MITIGATION 

No mitigation is required for prime farmland resources. 
 
3.3  Social 

3.3.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

The Bitterroot Valley stretches south from Missoula approximately 96 miles to the Idaho border 
at Lost Trail Pass.   The principal thoroughfare is US 93.  The route follows the East Fork 
Bitterroot River and connects the cities and towns of the valley.   
 
According to results of the 2000 Census, Ravalli County has a population of 36,070 residents 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  This is an increase of 44 percent compared to 1990 population 
figures, which makes Ravalli one of the fastest growing counties in the state of Montana.  Table 
3-1 shows some current and projected population statistics. The unincorporated town of 
Conner, which is located in the northern portion of the study area and is largely rural in nature, 
has a population of about 200 people. 
 

Table 3-1       
Population Statistics 

 

Year Ravalli County 
Population Estimate 

State of Montana 
Population Estimate 

1990 25,010 799,065 
1999 36,070 902,195 
2005 41,320 934,570 
2010 45,790 980,660 
2015 50,210 1,030,210 
2020 54,590 1,082,260 
2025 58,970 1,136,860 
Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau and Montana Department of Commerce 
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Most emergency providers for the study area, including the sheriff’s department and the fire 
district, are based in the town of Hamilton, located about 24 miles north of Conner.  Hamilton 
also provides full medical services. 
 
There are a total of 14 public schools and 3 private schools in the Bitterroot Valley.  Schools are 
located in Darby, Corvallis, Florence, Hamilton, Stevensville, and Victor.  Darby, located 
approximately seven miles from Conner, has the nearest schools to the study area.  It has one 
elementary school, one junior high, and one high school.  Most children from the study area 
attend school in Darby, however some children may attend school in Hamilton.   The nearest 
higher education facilities are in Missoula.  These include the University of Montana and 
Missoula College of Technology. 
 
3.3.2  SOCIAL IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  The No-Action Alternative would not improve highway safety and ease 
of travel.  As traffic volumes increase, travel times, accidents and emergency response times 
would continue to increase. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  There would be no direct impacts to social conditions, social interaction, 
or community cohesion in the study area under the Preferred Alternative.  The Preferred 
Alternative would not change the population growth or demographic trends projected for the 
study area (see Section 3.1.2 for discussion of assumed indirect effects).  The improvements 
with the Preferred Alternative would be made within or adjacent to existing right-of-way and, 
therefore, would not disrupt or separate any neighborhoods in the study area.  The Preferred 
Alternative would provide safer, more efficient and convenient travel for groups and individuals 
traveling to schools, recreation areas, businesses, and churches.  No changes would occur to 
commercial services and no neighborhoods would be disrupted due to implementation of this 
alternative.  The safety features included in the Preferred Alternative would improve emergency 
response time, by providing wider shoulders and allowing emergency vehicles to pass. 
 
Access may be temporarily restricted during construction, resulting in delays or increased travel 
times.  Emergency access would be maintained during construction. 
 
3.3.3  ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE AND TITLE VI 

Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority 
Populations and Low Income Populations, signed by President Clinton on February 11, 1994, 
directs federal agencies to take the appropriate and necessary steps to identify and address 
disproportionately high and/or adverse effects of federal projects on the health or environment 
of minority and low-income populations, and minority-owned businesses to the greatest extent 
practical and permitted by law. 
 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2000), in Ravalli County there is a total minority 
population of 3.3 percent.  Comparatively, the State of Montana has a minority population of 9.4 
percent.  No minority or low-income populations and no minority group or neighborhood have 
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been identified within or adjacent to the project corridor that would be adversely affected by any 
of the alternatives. 
 
In accordance with the Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the study area was evaluated for 
impacts to Indian reservations, tribal land outside a reservation, and minority/low income 
neighborhoods.  There are no Indian reservation lands within Ravalli County, however the 
Medicine Tree site as discussed in Section 3.15 was deeded to the Confederated Salish and 
Kootenai tribes for the overall protection and preservation of the site.  Proposed US 93 
improvements are being designed to avoid impacting the Medicine Tree site. 
 
No-Action Alternative.  The No-Action Alternative would not affect, separate, or isolate any 
distinct neighborhoods, low-income groups, or minority households or businesses. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  The Preferred Alternative would not affect, separate, or isolate any 
distinct neighborhoods, low-income groups, or minority households or businesses.  This project 
will not create disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects on 
minority and low-income populations (E.O. 12898) and complies with Title VI of the Civil Right 
Act of 1964 (42 U.S.C. 2000 d). 
 
3.3.4  SOCIAL MITIGATION 

No mitigation is required for social issues. 
 
3.4  Right-of-Way, Relocation, and Utilities 

3.4.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

There are currently 67 different ownership plats, many less than ten acres in the study area.  
There are only a few large undeveloped tracts of land remaining in the study area. 
 
The proposed corridor alignment has been selected to avoid residences and businesses located 
adjacent to the existing highway.  Existing right-of-way on this section of US 93 varies, but is 
generally 50 feet on either side of the centerline. 
 
Northwestern Energy and Ravalli County Electric Co-op provide electric services in the study 
area.  Northwestern Energy also provides gas service to the area. 
 
3.4.2  RIGHT-OF-WAY, RELOCATION, AND UTILITIES IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  The No-Action Alternative will not require any right-of-way acquisition, 
relocations or utility adjustments. 
 
Preferred Alternative. It is anticipated there would not be any relocation of residences and 
businesses, nor would any persons be displaced as a result of the Preferred Alternative.  
Numerous utilities will need to be relocated throughout the project corridor. 
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MDT owns part of the right-of-way required for construction of the Preferred Alternative; 
however, acquisition of approximately 63 acres of private land was estimated to be required for 
right-of-way and/or easements. 
 
Access management for this section of US 93 will be pursued under a separate project NH 
0002(606), Access Control US 93 N&S, which is a border-to-border project.  The intent of the 
Access Control US 93 N&S (NH 0002 (606)) is to make the entire US 93 corridor a limited 
access facility which is consistent with the design of adjacent stretches of US 93 and projects 
Sula N&S and Darby-South.  Every attempt will be made to provide every parcel with 
reasonable access to US 93.  Direct access will be made to US 93 unless reasonable 
alternative access can be provided consistent with the use of the parcel.  The locations of 
accesses agreed to during right-of-way negotiations for Conner N&S will be coordinated with the 
recommendations developed in the access control project. 
 
The exact number of parcels that would be impacted has not been identified, as final right-of-
way plans have not been developed for the project at the time of this document.  The exact 
quantity of right-of-way acquisition is preliminary and will be refined during final design and/or 
when more detailed right-of-way information is available.  Initial landowner coordination has 
taken place regarding the potential to reconnect a meander of the East Fork Bitterroot River as 
part of the project mitigation.  This action is proposed with landowner participation and approval. 
 
Authorized utility representatives will relocate underground and overhead utilities, where 
necessary, before highway construction begins.  Brief interruption of services is expected during 
reconnection of utilities and may result in minor inconvenience to local residents.  Utility 
customers will receive notification well in advance of interruption in service.  Utility companies 
are responsible for obtaining applicable permits and clearances from the Montana Department 
of Transportation and other agencies, as necessary prior to the relocation of the utilities.  
 
3.4.3  RIGHT-OF-WAY, RELOCATION, AND UTILITIES MITIGATION 

The acquisition of land or improvements for highway construction is governed by state and 
federal laws and regulations designed to protect both the landowners and the taxpaying public.  
Landowners affected are entitled to receive fair market value for any land or buildings acquired 
and any damages as defined by law to remaining land due to the effects of highway 
construction.  This action will be in accordance with the Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real 
Property Acquisition Policies Act of 1970 (P.L. 91-646 as amended), (42 U.S.C. 4601, et. seq.) 
and the Uniform Relocations Act Amendments of 1987 (P.L. 100-17). 
 
• Width of temporary construction permits would be minimized to the extent possible in 

wetland and stream areas. 
 
 



 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
 

PAGE 3-7 

3.5  Economic 

3.5.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

The economic vitality of the study area, and the Bitterroot Valley as a whole, is very dependent 
on tourism and recreation.  Residents and visitors of the area enjoy a wide range of outdoor 
recreational opportunities. Besides tourism, other industries in the area include log home 
manufacturing, wood production, agriculture, medical research, and manufacturing (Bitterroot 
Chamber of Commerce). 
 
According to the Montana Department of Labor and Industry, the unemployment rate in Ravalli 
County for the year 2000 was 5.2 percent compared to the State of Montana average of 4.9 
percent.  Records from 1999 show the unemployment rate of Ravalli County at 6.0 percent 
compared to a State of Montana average of 5.2 percent, showing a reduction in the 
unemployment rate from 1999 to 2000 of 0.8 percent for Ravalli County. 
 
In 1999, Ravalli County had a per capita personal income (PCPI) of $18,157.  This reflects an 
increase of 2.8 percent from 1998.  The 1998-99 state change was 3.2 percent and the national 
change was 4.5 percent. 
 
Table 3-2 shows the largest industry sectors for Ravalli County and the State of Montana. 
 

Table 3-2       
1999 Industry Earnings 

 
 Largest Industry 

(% of earnings) 
2nd Largest Industry 

(% of earnings) 
3rd Largest Industry

(% of earnings) 

Ravalli County Services (23.5%) Durable Good 
Manufacturing (13%) Retail (12.7%) 

State of Montana Services (27%) State and Local 
Government (14.2%) Retail (11.8%) 

Source:  Montana Department of Commerce, BEA Regional Facts (BEARFACTS) 2001. 
 
 
3.5.2  ECONOMIC IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  This alternative would not change existing economic conditions within 
the study area.  However, since the No-Action Alternative does not solve existing and future 
safety problems on US 93, long-term worsening conditions could affect interstate commerce, 
deter tourists from visiting the area for recreation purposes and patronizing local businesses. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  Construction projects often create additional jobs in the community 
where the project is located. There are typically direct jobs due directly to the project itself, such 
as construction workers, surveyors, etc.  Indirect employment jobs can be created in supplying 
industries such as the asphalt industry, for example.  Finally, induced employments are jobs that 
are supported or created as workers spend their wages, such as retail or service industry 
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positions.  Over the life of the Conner N&S project, many direct, indirect and induced jobs could 
be expected to be added to the Ravalli County economy. 
 
The overall historical growth trend would not likely change in the long-term (see Section 3.1.2 
for assumptions of indirect effects).  The long-term economic benefits of the construction of the 
Preferred Alternative would be direct results of enhanced accessibility to businesses and 
improved safety along the roadway. 
 
Local travel for residents, tourists, and service vehicles could be interrupted during construction 
along with other general traffic throughout the project construction period.  The Preferred 
Alternative would provide safer access to the area for local and tourist populations.  The project 
will have little or no effect on the long-term employment situation in the area.  
 
3.5.3  ECONOMIC MITIGATION 

No mitigation for economic effects is required. 
 
3.6  Air Quality 

3.6.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

This proposed project is located in an “unclassifiable”/attainment area of Montana for air quality 
under 40 CFR 81.327.  As such, it is not covered under the US Environmental Protection 
Agency’s Final Rule of September 15, 1997, on Air Quality Conformity.  Therefore, the proposed 
action complies with Section 176(c) of the Clean Air Act as amended (42 U.S.C. 7521(a)).  
 
3.6.2  AIR QUALITY IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  Minimal air quality impacts for the No-Action Alternative would occur 
over time due to possible localized increases in carbon monoxide (CO) as congestion increases 
causing vehicle speeds to decrease.  Overall increases in traffic volume will increase pollutants. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  The Preferred Alternative would result in short-term air quality effects 
due to construction operations and increases in particulate emissions and dust from ground 
disturbances.  Emissions of carbon monoxide may slightly decline due to efficiencies in vehicle 
operation.  Overall increases in traffic volume will increase all pollutants. 
 
3.6.3  AIR QUALITY MITIGATION 

Short-term impacts to air quality from construction equipment on gravel roads will be mitigated 
as required by permit limitations and conditions covering operational requirements and emission 
limitations. In addition, the MDT Standard Specifications for Road and Bridge Construction will 
be implemented as applicable. It presents guidelines for earthwork operations and other 
construction activities to help minimize effects on air quality. 
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Particulate or dust emissions will be minimized during construction through implementation of 
Best Management Practices (BMPs) by the contractor to control dust.   

 
Contractors will be required to obtain permits from the DEQ’s Air Quality Division for 
compliance. 
 
3.7  Noise 

3.7.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

Land uses within the study area are generally either rural residential or undeveloped.  Existing 
noise measurements were taken at four representative locations along US 93 considered to be 
“noise sensitive” land uses.  Noise receptors are structures and locations where human 
activities typically occur.  Table 3-3 shows existing noise levels at these receptors during peak 
traffic conditions.  Site #5 is the Medicine Tree site, which has been assessed in a separate 
noise study by MDT. 
 

Table 3-3       
Existing Noise Levels 

 
Existing Noise 

Levels  
(Leq - dBA) 

Noise 
Receptor 

No. 
Location 

AM PM 

NAC 
Activity 

Category 

FHWA 
NAC 
Leq 

#1 Rocky Knob Lodge—RP 17.5 62 59 B 67 
#2 Residence—RP 18.5 60 62 B 67 
#3 Medicine Tree Ranch—RP 20.7 57 58 B 67 
#4 Residence—RP 23.4 59 61 B 67 
#5 Medicine Tree—RP 20.5 N/A 66* A 57 

*Measurement taken during MDT noise study 
 
 
The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) has established national criteria by which to judge 
noise levels on certain land uses.  These are shown in Table 3-4: 
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Table 3-4       

FHWA Noise Abatement Criteria (NAC) 
Hourly A-Weighted Sound Level (dBA) 

 
Activity 

Category 
Leq* 

(hourly) Description of Activity Category 

A 57 
(exterior) 

Lands on which serenity and quiet are of extraordinary 
significance. 

B 67 
(exterior) 

Picnic areas, recreation areas, parks, residences, motels, 
churches. 

C 72 
(exterior) 

Developed lands not included in Categories A or B above, 
businesses 

D -- Undeveloped lands. 
E 52 (interior) Residences, hotels, schools, churches, libraries, and hospitals. 

Source:  “Procedures for Abatement of Highway Traffic Noise and Construction Noise” (23 CFR Part 772). 
* Leq describes the mean noise level heard during the peak traffic period. 
 
The Medicine Tree site is considered to be Category A since it is used by the CSKT Tribe for 
noise-sensitive activities. 
 
Under 23 CFR 772, a traffic noise impact is defined as noise levels that “approach” or “exceed” 
the Noise Abatement Criteria (NAC).  FHWA has mandated that “approach” be defined as within 
one dBA.  MDT has adopted FHWA’s one dBA definition of “approach.”  This means that any 
noise level, which comes within one Leq dBA of the FHWA NAC, will be defined as a noise 
impact.  According to FHWA, impact also includes the condition when the predicted traffic noise 
levels “substantially” exceed the existing noise levels.  FHWA and MDT have defined 
“substantially” per MDT’s June 2001 “Traffic Noise Analysis and Abatement:  Policy and 
Procedure Manual” as 13 A-weighted decibels. 
 
3.7.2  NOISE IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  Current noise levels would continue to increase as traffic volumes 
continue to grow.  Noise levels would likely increase by one to three decibels. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  A qualitative noise assessment was prepared comparing existing and 
future projected traffic volumes, the existing and proposed typical section and the geometric 
design proposed for the improvements to determine estimated future noise levels.  Since no 
additional lanes are proposed or change in design speed, noise levels are estimated to increase 
at the same rate as pre-construction noise levels.  The noise assessment indicates that the 
design year noise levels would not exceed the FHWA NAC with the Preferred Alternative, with 
the exception of Site #5 (Medicine Tree), which was analyzed in the previous EA and was found 
to currently, as well as in the future, have a noise impact based on Category A conditions.  
Table 3-5 identifies the future estimated noise levels. 
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Table 3-5       

Future Estimated Noise Levels 
 

 
Existing 

Noise 
Levels 

(Leq – dBA)

Future 
Estimated 

Noise 
Levels  

(Leq - dBA) 

Noise 
Receptor 

No. 
Location 

AM PM AM PM 

FHWA 
NAC  

Leq (1) 
Noise 

Impact? 

#1 Rocky Knob Lodge—RP 17.5 62 59 64 61 67 no 
#2 Residence—RP 18.5 60 62 62 63 67 no 
#3 Medicine Tree Ranch—RP 20.7 57 58 59 60 67 no 
#4 Residence—RP 23.4 59 61 61 63 67 no 
#5 Medicine Tree—RP 20.5 N/A 66 N/A 66 57 yes 

(1) See Table 3-4 for definition of FHWA Noise Abatement Criteria (NAC) 
 
 
The existing average daily traffic is 1,370 vehicles and the future design year traffic levels are 
projected to be 2,200 vehicles, representing a 60 percent increase. 
 
Site #1-Rocky Knob Lodge 
The proposed road widening would occur to the north of the current centerline, away from the 
structure. The existing travel lane would remain in roughly the same location. Since the travel 
lane is not moving closer to the structure, the future noise increases would be attributed to the 
increase in future traffic volumes. This would represent a 1-3 decibel increase in future sound 
levels. This is not considered to be a noise impact by MDT or FHWA standards. 
 
Site #2-Residence @ RP 18.5 
The proposed road widening would occur to the north of the current centerline, away from the 
residence. The existing travel lane would remain in roughly the same location. Since the travel 
lane is not moving closer to the residence, the future noise increases would be attributed to the 
increase in future traffic volumes. This would represent a 1-3 decibel increase in future sound 
levels. This is not considered to be a noise impact by MDT or FHWA standards. 
 
Site #3-Medicine Tree Ranch @ RP 20.7 
The property and residence are located on the opposite side of the river (south) approximately 
250 feet from the highway. The highway is proposed to be relocated 12 feet closer to the river in 
this area due to the Medicine Tree cultural site located on the north side of the road. The 
highway will be transitioning back to the current alignment directly opposite the residence.  
 
The distance that the highway is proposed to move closer to the residence is negligible 
compared to the distance between the residence and the highway. For comparison, if the 
distance between the highway and receiver was decreased by half, then a three-decibel 
increase in noise would be expected. A three-decibel increase would be barely perceptible to 
the human ear.  In other words, the highway would need to move 125 feet closer to the 
residence for this increase to occur. The future increase in noise levels would be primarily 
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attributable to the increase in future traffic volumes. This would represent a one to three decibel 
increase in future sound levels. This is not considered to be a noise impact by MDT or FHWA 
standards. 
 
Site #4-Residence @ RP 23.4 
This residence is located at the end of the project where the improvements are on the current 
alignment.  The travel lane will not be shifted closer to the residence.  Since the travel lane is 
not moving closer to the structure, the future noise increases would be attributed to the increase 
in future traffic volumes.  This would represent a one- to three-decibel increase in sound levels.  
This is not considered to be a noise impact by MDT or FHWA standards. 
 
Site #5-Medicine Tree located @ RP 22.5 
The Medicine Tree cultural site has been described as within the FHWA Category A for lands on 
which serenity and quiet are of extraordinary importance.  While future noise levels would be 
expected to increase one to three decibels due to the increase in future traffic, the proposed 
improvements shift the alignment 12 feet away from the Medicine Tree (doubling) the distance 
between the receiver and the noise source; this in effect, negates the estimated noise level 
increase due to the traffic increase, by providing an approximate three decibel reduction. This is 
considered an impact as it exceeds the absolute criteria for Category A noise levels. 
 
3.7.3  NOISE MITIGATION 

No noise mitigation will be required.  However, as part of the project coordination with the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, MDT has incorporated a privacy wall into the design 
plans to create a larger protected area for the Medicine Tree site users.  Vehicular access and 
informal parking will be provided.  The privacy wall will provide some sound attenuation for the 
highway-generated noise (see Figure 3-1). 
 
The proposed project complies with provisions of MDT’s noise policy per MDT’s June 2001 
“Traffic Noise Analysis and Abatement:  Policy and Procedure Manual.” 
 
3.8  Water Resources and Water Quality 

3.8.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT  

The East Fork Bitterroot River originates in the higher elevations of the Sapphire Mountain 
Range and the Bitterroot National Forest and flows approximately 40 miles west and north to its 
confluence with the West Fork Bitterroot River near the town of Conner, Montana.  The lower 12 
miles of river flows through a fairly confined valley/canyon parallel to Highway 93.  This river is 
located in the Upper Clark Fork watershed within the Columbia River Basin.  The East Fork 
Bitterroot River provides the greatest amount of aquatic habitat still connected to the main stem 
of the Bitterroot River and has large areas of undeveloped roadless and wilderness lands in its 
headwaters region.  The East Fork Bitterroot River is a relatively clean, cold swift moving stream 
with a narrow riparian area that is naturally constricted by the narrow canyon through which it 
flows.  Streambanks are mostly stable throughout the study area, with a few problem areas 
noted.  Substrates are composed of large cobbles and gravels, with some scattered boulders.  
The East Fork Bitterroot River is considered critical habitat for the Endangered Species Act  
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(ESA) listed bull trout.  The project is undergoing formal consultation with the USFWS for the 
ESA-listed bull trout.  For these reasons, the East Fork Bitterroot River is an important provider 
of aquatic habitat in the entire Bitterroot River system. 
 
Surface water resources within or adjacent to the study area, and nearby tributaries to the East 
Fork Bitterroot River are shown in Figure 3-2 and include: 
 
• Laird Creek.  Flows originate in upper elevations of the Bitterroot Mountain Range and flow 

northeast into the East Fork Bitterroot River at Laird Creek Road RP 17.6 (Station 197+30) 
and Highway 93.  It is approximately six feet wide and has stable streambanks and a gravel 
substrate. 

• Medicine Tree Creek.  Flows west into the East Fork Bitterroot River near RP 20.7 (Station 
362+50).  It currently is three to six feet wide, braided and unstable upstream of the 
highway. 

• Cameron Creek.  Flows south into the East Fork Bitterroot River at the intersection of East 
Fork Bitterroot River Road and Highway 93, just west of Sula (outside the study area). 

• Warm Springs Creek.  Flows northeast into the East Fork Bitterroot River at the 
intersection of frontage road 370 and Highway 93, northwest of Sula (outside the study 
area). 

• Whitesell Creek.  Adjacent to the study area and outside of the reconstruction area, the 
Whitesell Creek flows west into the East Fork Bitterroot River just upstream of where the 
East and West Forks join. 

 
Currently, water quality and water resources of the East Fork Bitterroot River system are 
impaired by factors including: 
 
• Contemporary (residential, logging, and agricultural development) and historical land uses 

• Proximity of Highway 93 

• Highway maintenance practices for Highway 93 

• Conditions of streams tributary to the East Fork Bitterroot River 
 
Water quality conditions of streams tributary to the East Fork Bitterroot River can have an effect 
on the water quality of the East Fork Bitterroot River.  Section 303(d) of the Federal Clean 
Water Act requires states to assess the condition of their waters to determine where water 
quality is impaired or threatened.  The result of this review is the 303(d) list, created by the 
Montana State Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ), and submitted to the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).  Section 303(d) also requires states to prioritize and 
target water bodies on their list for development of water quality improvement strategies known 
as Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs), and to develop such strategies for impaired and 
threatened waters. 
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Of the five waterbodies within the study area, and tributary to the East Fork Bitterroot River, only 
Laird Creek was on the 1996, 2000, and 2002 Montana 303(d) list.  The probable cause and 
source of impairment are habitat alteration and siltation from logging road construction.  Laird 
Creek was reassessed and relisted for only partially supporting the beneficial use criteria for 
aquatic life and cold-water fisheries.  The East Fork Bitterroot River was not included on the 
year 2000 or 2002 Montana 303(d) list and is listed as fully supporting all of its beneficial uses. 
 
The proximity of Highway 93 to the river has also simplified river habitat through channel 
straightening, bank armoring, riparian and wetland vegetation removal, and meander cut-off.  An 
increase in river corridor development has further increased channel straightening, channel 
simplification, amount of impervious surface, and the introduction of exotic species.  These 
impacts of the past have adversely affected present water quality conditions due to a loss of 
natural and native vegetative filtering and sediment storage, loss of fish habitat, and a reduced 
distance from sediment and pollutant sources to the river. 
 
A Feasibility Assessment and Review of Potential Hydrologic Impacts Associated with the 
Conner North and South Project (November 2001, Water Consulting, Inc.) discussed and 
evaluated potential impacts to the East Fork Bitterroot River and the opportunity for 
reconnecting a historic oxbow meander associated with this project. 
 
3.8.2  WATER RESOURCES AND WATER QUALITY IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  No roadway improvements would be constructed with the No-Action 
Alternative; therefore there would be no project-related impacts to the East Fork Bitterroot River 
or its tributaries.  The No-Action Alternative will result in the continuation of an influx of fine 
sediment and pollutants that are introduced to the river during highway maintenance sanding, 
snow plowing, and snow melt. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  In an effort to minimize highway fill slopes from impacting the river, the 
Preferred Alternative includes a number of locations of fill-side wall treatment.  The existing 
highway alignment and construction created truncated river meanders that have resulted in 
erosion and maintenance problems along the highway/river interface.  The Preferred Alternative 
design includes the use of fill-side walls along critical sections at the river edge to support the 
highway improvements while protecting the highway embankment during flood events and 
allowing an area of floodplain bench to be revegetated. 
 
The Feasibility Assessment mentioned previously, addressed proposed wall locations and areas 
of fill within the river and/or floodplain.  A field review was conducted for each of the proposed 
wall locations in an effort to assess the hydrologic impacts of the fill-side walls and highway 
embankments.  Following additional coordination with resource and permitting agencies, and 
additional design modifications, five wall sections were eliminated, as well as, wall length 
totaling 2,835 feet.  This was accomplished by steepening side slopes and shifting the highway 
centerline in areas that would not compromise the design safety to provide more separation 
between the road and the river. 
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The current design proposes approximately 12 fill-side wall sections adjacent to the East Fork 
Bitterroot River over the entire project length.  Locations for these are described in Table 3-6 
and generally shown in Figure 3-3. Figure 3-4 is a photo simulation depicting an example, in a 
different project location, of a fill-side wall treatment.  
 
 

Table 3-6       
Fill-Side Wall Assessment Summary Table 

 

Figure 3-3 
Reference # 

Approximate 
Reference 

Points 
Approximate 
Wall Length(2) 

Approximate
Wall Height(2) 

Floodplain 
Encroachment 

1 RP 16.5-16.6 450 feet 3 to 6 feet No 
2 RP 17.8-17.9 300 feet 12 feet No 
3 RP 19.3-19.6 1,025 feet 3 feet No 
4 RP 19.8-20.2 1,750 feet 3 to 4.5 feet No 

5(1) RP 20.5-20.6 850 feet 10.5 feet Yes 
6(1) RP 20.6-20.7 200 feet 3 feet No 
7 RP 20.7-20.8 450 feet 3 to 6 feet No 
8 RP 21.3 150 feet 3 feet Yes 
9 RP 21.4-21.5 400 feet 3 feet No 

10 RP 21.7-21.9 750 feet 3 feet No 
11 RP 21.9 75 feet 3 to 7.5 feet No 
12 RP 22.8-22.9 350 feet 6 to 9 feet No 

(1) Medicine Tree Location.  See Figure 1-3. 
(2) Approximate measurements are based on conceptual design. 

 
 
Construction is expected to cause reductions in aquatic structure, streambank wetlands, and 
beneficial riparian cover along the East Fork Bitterroot River where wall or road construction 
coincide with these areas. 
 
The primary water quality impact caused by the existing highway is increased sediment loading 
in the East Fork Bitterroot River where the highway is located close to the river.  The major 
factors that affect this are increases in point source discharges and the loss of natural sediment 
storage features such as wetlands, floodplains, and natural vegetated filtration buffers.  An 
increase in highway width and impervious surface could impact water quality in the East Fork  
Bitterroot River by increasing the amount of sand, salt, and snow removal quantities, however 
current maintenance practices will continue to occur, regardless of the proposed improvements. 
 
The existing design plans include the replacement of the existing bridge structure at RP 18.1, 
and the potential for two additional bridges as part of the potential oxbow meander reactivation 
that is currently being pursued with local landowners.  These bridges have not been designed.  
The bridge design effort will investigate different approaches to developing the final structure 
through a process that will address environmental concerns, recreational floater activity, cost  
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and feasibility.  The process will seek a practicable solution, defining the term in the language of 
Section 404 (b)(1) guidelines (23 CFR Part 777): "...available and capable of being done after 
taking into consideration cost, existing technology, and logistics, in light of overall project 
purposes."  These efforts will be coordinated with permitting agencies. 
 
3.8.3  WATER RESOURCES AND WATER QUALITY MITIGATION 

MDT, in conjunction with MFWP and by coordination with other state and federal resource 
agencies, is considering to reactivate a river meander to improve river function, habitat, create 
wetlands and restore river length.  It has not yet been determined which of the potential oxbows 
will be reactivated and there is potential that none will occur pending further discussions with 
local landowners.  By reactivating the historic meander, additional wetland acreage could be 
created in the historic meander, or by improving the wetlands associated with the existing 
channel if a hydraulic connection is maintained.  Additional wetland acreage could assist 
sediment filtration and result in improved water quality. 
 
• Application of MDT's Best Management Practices (BMPs) for contractors regarding water 

quality and stormwater runoff will provide for minimization of impacts to water resources. 
• A Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) employing Best Management Practices 

for controlling erosion and sediment will be designed and approved by Montana Department 
of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) prior to construction. 

• Revegetation of disturbed slopes to minimize sedimentation and restore aquatic habitat. 
• Any restrictions on work near streams or in wetlands will be specified as terms of water-

related permits obtained from MDEQ, MFWP, and the Corps of Engineers. 
 
See also Section 3.19.2 for mitigation identified for construction-related water quality impacts. 
 
3.9  Permits Required 

The following permits will be acquired prior to any relevant disturbance: 
 
• A 124SPA Stream Protection Permit will be required from the Montana Fish, Wildlife and 

Parks.  Proposed development activities (by governmental agencies) in or near streams that 
may affect the beds or banks are governed by the Montana Stream Protection Act.  The 
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks administer this law, and its purpose is to preserve and 
protect fish and wildlife resources in their natural existing state. 

• Floodplain permit from Ravalli County. 
 
The Preferred Alternative will require the following permits under the Clean Water Act (33 
U.S.C. 1251-1376): 
 
• A Section 402/Montana Pollutant Discharge Elimination System permit from the Montana 

Department of Environmental Quality’s Permitting and Compliance Division will be required.  
A Notice of Intent (NOI) for Stormwater Discharges under the Montana Pollutant Discharge 
Elimination System (MPDES) and a General Permit (MTR100000; effective June 8, 2002) 
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will be required with DEQ for the control of water pollution for both specific and non-point 
sources. 
 
The goal of the MPDES regulation (ARM 16.20.1314) program is to control point source 
discharges of wastewater such that water quality of the receiving streams is protected.  All 
point sources of wastewater discharge are required to obtain and comply with MPDES 
permits.  This permitting process will serve only as a notice of intent to discharge, rather 
than a submittal for agency review or approval of a Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan 
(SWPPP).   

• A 318 Authorization for short-term turbidity may be required.  This authorization would be 
obtained from the DEQ’s Water Protection Bureau prior to the start of any highway 
construction. 

• A Section 404 permit from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

• All work will be in accordance with the Water Quality Act of 1987 (P.L. 100-4), as amended. 
 
The contractor will be required to exercise reasonable precautions during construction to 
prevent pollution of all waters located in the study area. The contractor will also be required to 
meet the requirements of the applicable regulations of the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, 
Department of Environmental Quality, and other local, state, or federal regulations for the 
prevention or abatement of water pollution. These include the applicable regulations under the 
Federal Clean Water Act of 1987 as well as the Montana Environmental Policy Act. 
 
The Preferred Alternative may require the following permit for air quality from the Montana 
Department of Environmental Quality: 
 
• Air and Waste Management Bureau, asphalt plant and crusher permit 
 
The Preferred Alternative may require the following permits, if applicable for relocation of 
utilities, from the Montana Department of Transportation’s Missoula District: 
 
• RW131 Permit for utilities located in the right-of-way 
• RW20 Permit for encroachment in the right-of-way 
• RW20S Permit for attachment of utilities to structures 
 
3.10  Wetlands 

3.10.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

Thirteen wetland sites (comprised of 46 sub-sites) were delineated in the study area.  Table 3-7 
includes approximate station locations, wetland classes and ratings and estimated impact 
acreage.  Figure 3-5 depicts the general wetland locations.  Additional information on 
representative species, soil data and field evaluation ratings are detailed in the Biological 
Resources Report prepared by Turnstone Biological and Land and Water Consulting, Inc. 
(2003). 
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Table 3-7       

General Characteristics of Wetlands within the Study Area 
 

Site 
Approximate 
Stationing/ 

Reference Points 

Vegetated 
Cowardin 
Classes1 

MDT 
Wetland 

Category2 

Source of 
Wetland 

Hydrology 

Estimated 
Impact 
(Acres) 

Narrative 
Description 

1a 122+84-130+80 L 
(RP 16.2-16.4) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.4 Depression 

in floodplain 

1b 122+84-137+00 L&R 
(RP 16.2-16.5) Emergent IV Groundwater 0.2 Roadside 

borrow ditch 

2a-2q Various—see plans Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III East Fork 

Bitterroot River 0.2 

Narrow 
wetland 
fringe along 
river banks 
in numerous 
locations 

3a 137+50-138+50 L 
(RP 16.5-16.6) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Groundwater 0.03 

Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

3b 142+00-146+70 L 
(RP 16.7-16.8) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Groundwater 0.6 Depression 

in floodplain 

4a 148+00-156+40 L 
(RP 16.8-16.9) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.1 Depression 

in floodplain 

4b 158+60-159+00 L 
(RP16.9) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.02 Depression 

in floodplain 

4c 151+60-156+00 R 
(RP 16.8-16.9) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0 Roadside 

borrow ditch 

5a 169+10-175+30 L 
(RP 17.2-17.3) Emergent IV Groundwater 0.1 Roadside 

borrow ditch 

5b 176+20-176+80 L 
(RP 17.3) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.02 Depression 

in floodplain 

5c 179+00-186+50 L 
(RP 17.3-17.5) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.4 Depression 

in floodplain 

5d 181+00-192+00 R 
(RP 17.4-17.6) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.6 Depression 

in floodplain 

6a 197+20 L 
(RP 17.7) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Laird Creek 0.01 

Wetland 
fringe along 
creek 

6b 192+80 -202+00 R 
(RP 17.6-17.8) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Laird Creek & 

E.F. Bitterroot 0.1 
Wetland 
fringe along 
stream 

7a 211+50-216+00 L 
(RP 17.9-18) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Groundwater 0.5 Depression 

in floodplain 
continued 
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Table 3-7 (continued)  
General Characteristics of Wetlands within the Study Area 

 

Site 
Approximate 
Stationing/ 

Reference Points 

Vegetated 
Cowardin 
Classes1 

MDT 
Wetland 

Category2 

Source of 
Wetland 

Hydrology 

Estimated 
Impact 
(Acres) 

Narrative 
Description 

7b 215+20-218+50 R 
(RP 18-18.1) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Groundwater 0 Depression 

in floodplain 

8a 289+00-291+00 R 
(RP 19.4) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.01 

Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

8b 294+00-296+00 R 
(RP 19.5) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent IV Groundwater 0.1 

Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

9a 310+80-311+10 R 
(RP 19.8) Emergent III Groundwater 0.01 

Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

9b 325+00-326+60 R 
(RP 20.1) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Groundwater 0.1 

Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

10a 356+00-358+00 R 
(RP 20.7) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II Groundwater 0.2 

Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

10b 362+00-363+00 R 
(RP 20.8) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II Groundwater 0.1 

Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

11a 387+00-391+00 R 
(RP 21.3) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Groundwater 0.2 

Ponded 
wetland in 
floodplain 

11b 391+00-394+50 R 
(RP 21.4) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent III Groundwater 0.4 

Ponded 
wetland in 
floodplain 

12a 417+00-428+00 L 
(RP 21.9-22) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II 

Seasonal 
Flooding & 
Groundwater 

0.6 Depression 
in floodplain 

12b 445+00-449+00 L 
(RP 22.4) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II 

Seasonal 
Flooding & 
Groundwater 

0.1 Depression 
in floodplain 

12c 449+10-457+00 L 
(RP 22.4-22.6) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II 

Seasonal 
Flooding & 
Groundwater 

0.4 Depression 
in floodplain 

12d 459+00-466+00 L 
(RP 22.6-22.8) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II 

Seasonal 
Flooding & 
Groundwater 

0.01 Depression 
in floodplain 

continued 
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Table 3-7 (continued)       
General Characteristics of Wetlands within the Study Area 

 

Site 
Approximate 
Stationing/ 

Reference Points 

Vegetated 
Cowardin 
Classes1 

MDT 
Wetland 

Category2 

Source of 
Wetland 

Hydrology 

Estimated 
Impact 
(Acres) 

Narrative 
Description 

13a 462+00-465+00 R 
(RP 22.7) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II 

Seasonal 
Flooding & 
Groundwater 

0.1 
Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

13b 468+00-473+50 R 
(RP 22.8) 

Scrub/Shrub 
Emergent II 

Seasonal 
Flooding & 
Groundwater 

0.3 
Cutoff 
oxbow 
meander 

ROUNDED TOTAL ESTIMATED IMPACTS 6.0 acres  
1Cowardin et. al., 1979 
2Berglund, 1999 
Source:  Table from Conner North & South Biological Resources Report (LWC 2003) 

 
 
All wetlands in the study area are associated with the East Fork Bitterroot River, its active or 
historic floodplain, or Laird Creek.  The wetlands have a direct hydrologic connection to surface 
water or are influenced by the high groundwater table of the floodplain.  Wetlands are 
dominated by scrub-shrub communities interspersed with emergent and occasional forested 
wetland communities.  Based on MDT function/value assessment, these wetlands were 
classified as Category II, III, or IV.  All study area wetlands are potentially under the jurisdiction 
of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps). The MDT Montana Wetland Field Evaluation 
Form assesses and assigns each of 12 functions and values ratings of “low”, “moderate”, or 
“high”, and scores each on a scale of 0.1 (lowest) to 1 (highest) “functional points”.  Functional 
points are summed on the form and expressed as a percentage of the possible total; functions 
that do not apply to a given wetland are assigned a rank of NA and are not included in point 
totals. This percentage is then used in conjunction with other criteria to provide an overall 
wetland ranking into one of four categories. Category I is the highest ranking and Category IV is 
the lowest. 
 
3.10.2  WETLAND IMPACTS 

Approximately six acres of wetlands are anticipated to be permanently impacted by the project 
(see Table 3-8).  These wetlands are likely to be considered Corps jurisdictional wetlands.  
Wetland impacts would result primarily from vegetation clearing and grubbing prior to fill 
placement.  Temporary disturbance may also occur during construction. 
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Table 3-8       

Impacts by Wetland Quality Category 
 

Quality Category By Area of 
Impact 

Category I   Wetlands NA 
Category II  Wetlands 2 acres 
Category III Wetlands 2 acres 
Category IV Wetlands 2 acres 

ROUNDED TOTAL ESTIMATED IMPACTS 6 acres (1) 
(1) Based on conceptual design 

 
 
3.10.3  PRACTICABLE ALTERNATIVES2 

While the Medicine Tree Alternatives A, B, E or modifications of those would have less wetland 
impacts, these alternatives were more costly, would disturb more pristine land, had greater 
landowner impacts, and required two additional crossings of the East Fork Bitterroot River.  This 
project complies with the two major provisions of Executive Order 11990: 
 

That there is no practicable alternative to the proposed construction; and that the 
proposed action includes all practicable measures to minimize harm to wetlands, which 
may result from such use. In making this finding, the head of the agency may take into 
account economic, environmental, and other pertinent factors. 

 
The following measures were incorporated into the Preferred Alternative to avoid and minimize 
impacts to wetlands and riparian vegetation: 
 
• Fill-side walls will be incorporated in areas adjacent to the East Fork Bitterroot River and its 

floodplain. 

• Selected side slopes will be steepened to minimize impacts to adjacent wetlands. 

• The road alignment will be shifted away from the river and associated wetlands to the 
maximum extent practical, while maintaining safe design parameters. 

• Disturbed wetland and streamside areas would be revegetated with desirable species as 
specified by MDT at the earliest practicable date following disturbance and comply with 
MPDES and Section 404 permit conditions. 

 

                                                 
2 “Practicable” as defined by 23 CFR Part 777 “means available and capable of being done after taking into consideration cost, 
existing technology, and logistics, in light of overall project purposes.” 
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3.10.4  WETLAND MITIGATION 

The 1990 Memorandum of Agreement Between the EPA and the Department of the Army 
Concerning the Determination of Mitigation Under the Clean Water Act Section 404(b)(1) 
Guidelines requires that wetland mitigation be addressed in the following sequence: 
 

(1) Avoid potential impacts to the maximum extent practicable. 
(2) Minimize unavoidable impacts to the extent appropriate and practicable. 
(3) Compensate for unavoidable adverse impacts, which remain after all, appropriate and 

practicable minimization has been required. 
 
Avoidance and Minimization 
Impacts were avoided and minimized to the extent practicable by keeping the proposed 
alignment on or very near the existing alignment, using fill-side walls in the immediate vicinity of 
the river, and reducing proposed fill slopes.  MDT is currently reviewing additional design 
modifications to further reduce wetland impacts.  To minimize sedimentation and construction 
disturbance, it is recommended that construction in wetlands occur when these sites are as 
"dry" as possible. 
 
The Section 404 process requires identified wetlands under Corps jurisdiction to be avoided and 
impacts minimized. Once final design has occurred and wetlands impacts can be quantified, a 
Section 404 permit will be obtained from the Corps of Engineers. Compensatory mitigation for 
impacts to wetlands will be identified and committed to at that time. 
 
Compensation 
Compensatory mitigation for Corps jurisdictional wetland loss is being pursued in compliance 
with operating procedures of the MDT Interagency Wetland Group. 
 
1) On-site wetland restoration or creation opportunities under review include areas 

immediately adjacent to the East Fork Bitterroot River and cutoff oxbow meanders. 

2) MDT will excavate selected slopes adjacent to the East Fork Bitterroot River beyond 
normal cut/fill slopes on the upland fringe to create floodplain benches and potential 
wetland buffers where the benefit to do so is cost effective. 

3) Additionally, off-site mitigation at the recently constructed Camp Creek project is under 
consideration, if needed. 

4) Potential reactivation of one oxbow meander along the project could provide a wetland 
restoration credit to the project. 

 
Impacts to wetlands within the ROW and construction easement areas would be restored to 
original contours as soon as practicable following disturbance. 
 
To minimize disturbance to wetlands and other Waters of the U.S., the following measures will 
be implemented: 
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• Removed culverts, guardrail, and other items will not be stockpiled in or adjacent to wetland 
or stream areas. 

• Construction equipment operating in wetlands will be limited to that which is needed to 
perform the necessary work.  Width of the construction ROW will be minimized to the extent 
possible in wetland and stream areas. 

• A revegetation plan will be developed for this project to be followed by the contractor.  The 
plan will include specifications on seeding methods, seeding dates, types and amounts of 
mulch and fertilizer, and seed mix components.  The plan will also be submitted to the 
Ravalli County Weed Control District for review.  Disturbed wetland and streamside areas 
will be revegetated with desirable species as specified by MDT at the earliest practicable 
date following disturbance and comply with MPDES and Section 404 permit conditions. 

• Wide-track or balloon-tire construction equipment will be considered in saturated/ inundated 
areas to minimize soil disturbance.  Timber pads, prefabricated equipment pads, or 
geotextile fabric overlain with gravel fill will be considered with normal equipment in such 
areas.  All pads and temporary fill will be removed following construction. 

 
 
3.11  Terrestrial Biological Resources 

3.11.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

3.11.1.1  Vegetation 

Although recent fires have altered vegetation communities of the study area, pre-fire tree and 
shrub species are still present.  The predominant cover type on the steep south to southwest 
facing slope is ponderosa pine interspersed with dry shrub land habitats.  Moister habitats 
include Douglas fir as the dominant tree with moderate-age ponderosa pine being sparsely 
scattered throughout.  Common species associated with rocky reaches within 30 feet of the river 
bottom include bitterbrush, bluebunch wheatgrass, and mountain mahogany.  Found in moister 
areas are ninebark, snowberry, and twinflower. 
 
Riparian thickets of the lower floodplain are a dense mosaic of upland and wetland habitats and 
provide valuable physical and biological functions. Riparian thickets are comprised of black 
cottonwood, quaking aspen, thin-leaved alder, water birch, Douglas' hawthorn, red-osier 
dogwood, willow, and a broad assortment of wet-tolerant grasses and forbs.  Much of the 
riparian vegetation adjacent to the East Fork Bitterroot River was burned during the 2000 
wildfires and is showing vigorous regrowth.  The drier south- to west-facing slopes provide 
forested and open forage opportunities with favorable temperatures for wintering game. 
 
Most proposed construction would occur within disturbed vegetation of moderate to relatively 
low quality wildlife habitat, which is immediately adjacent to the existing highway. 
 
Sensitive and Rare Plant Species of Concern 
Sensitive and rare plant species are designated by the United States Forest Service (USFS) for 
the project study area and by Montana Natural Heritage Program (MNHP).  A December 2002 



 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
 

PAGE 3-29 

MNHP database search showed three 'sensitive' species within the canyon portion of the project 
(Table 3-9). 
 
Lemhi beardtongue is state ranked as imperiled and considered a 'sensitive' listed species by 
the U.S. Forest Service.  Although a remnant community was reported near US 93 (RP 20.9), 
no individuals of this species were located at this site during searches conducted in 2000, 1999, 
and 1998.  According to a USFS botanist, since Lemhi beardtongue does not produce leaves 
and flowers every year, this species is potentially still present at the site. 
 
Coville's rush is critically imperiled and reported as very rarely existing in wetland habitats near 
the Conner area.  Dwarf onion occurs slightly south of the study area and has been sited near 
the Sula Basin area. 
 
 

Table 3-9       
Plant Species of Special Concern That May Reside  

in the Conner North & South Study Area 
 

Species Habitat in the Study Area Known Distribution in Study Area 
Lemhi beardtongue 
(Penstemon 
lemhiensis) 

Dry, harsh, decomposed 
granite sites subject to 
disturbance 

Two to three recorded communities 
within and near the study area. 

Coville’s Rush 
(Juncus covillei var. 
covillei) 

Streambanks, wetland 
depressions, etc.  

One recorded community near the 
Conner area but outside of project 
limits. 

Dwarf onion (Allium 
parvum) 

Dry, harsh, fine scree sites 
subject to disturbance 

Canyon areas immediately south of 
the project only, no records for within 
project limits. 

 
 
Noxious Weeds 
Executive Order 13112 mandates that federally funded projects take all precautionary measures 
possible to preclude the spread of noxious weeds.  Due to their invasive characteristics and 
widespread presence, state-listed Category I noxious weeds are a major concern for all project-
related disturbances.  Spotted knapweed (Centaurea maculosa), Canada thistle (Cirsium 
arvense), common tansy (Tanacetum vulgare), hounds-tongue (Cynoglossum officinale), and 
St. Johnswort (Hypericum perforatum) are State-listed Category I noxious weeds known to be 
present in the study area.  Spotted knapweed is common within 100 to 200 feet of the existing 
road in the study area.  Twelve additional state-listed noxious weed species are present in 
Ravalli County, but not observed in the study area.  Additionally, non state-listed weeds are 
present including bull thistle, mullein, and common burdock. 
 
3.11.1.2  General Wildlife 

The study area provides habitat for its wide array of wildlife species that include big game 
(bighorn sheep, mule deer, white-tailed deer, elk, moose), large predators (black bear, coyote), 
occasional furbearers (muskrat); three species of native forest grouse, assorted raptors, various 
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waterfowl and shorebirds, and neotropical songbirds.  An assortment of amphibians and reptiles 
are also common to wetland areas.  The diversity of wildlife provides great benefit to the 
canyon’s ecology, but appears to a lesser extent within those highway-associated riparian 
habitats located north of Conner. 
 
The local deer population accounts for most animal-motorist accidents.  MDT's highway road kill 
records from 1998 to 2002 indicate that 35 white-tailed and mule deer were removed and 
disposed of by highway maintenance crews within the project limits (MDT 2003).  Vehicle 
collisions with deer appear to occur at or near similar levels throughout the entire project length, 
with no obvious concentration noted.  Deer routinely cross the roadways as they travel between 
bedding and feeding areas throughout the valley.  Vehicle collisions with bighorn sheep are also 
reported to occur in the study area, especially in the vicinity of the Medicine Tree. 
 
Wildlife Species of Concern 
A 2002 MNHP data search indicated known or potential occurrences in the project vicinity for 
two wildlife species of concern (Table 3-10):  marbled jumping slug (Hemphillia danielsi) and 
great blue heron (Ardea herodias).  An isolated population of marbled jumping slugs is located 
in a side canyon over 1 mile from areas of construction.  A great blue heron rookery is located in 
the black cottonwood community of the main East Fork Bitterroot River approximately 0.6 mile 
west and south of the Conner junction.  Additionally, several bat and raptor species may migrate 
or forage infrequently throughout the study area.  No sensitive wildlife species were seen during 
the field survey for this project. 
 

Table 3-10     
Wildlife Species of Concern That May Reside in the Conner North & South Study Area 

 

Species Habitat in the Study area Known Distribution in Study 
area 

Marbled jumping slug 
(Hemphillia danielsi) 

Higher elevation creek 
bottoms. 

One recorded population within 
the upper Warm Springs Creek 
drainage, well beyond 
construction limits.  

Great blue heron 
(Ardea herodias) 

Rookery- black cottonwood 
communities of the main East 
Fork Bitterroot River. 

One recorded rookery west of the 
Conner junction, and beyond 
construction limits. 

 
 
3.11.2  TERRESTRIAL AND BIOLOGICAL IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  There would be no project-related impacts to vegetation, wildlife or 
species of special concern as a result of the No-Action Alternative. 
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Preferred Alternative.   
 
3.11.2.1  Vegetation and Weeds 

A majority of the proposed construction would occur in areas that are immediately adjacent to 
the existing highway and are currently subjected to other sources of human disturbance 
including residential, commercial, and agricultural (farming, grazing) activities.  Consequently, 
habitat to be affected by the Preferred Alternative is generally judged to be of moderate to 
relatively low overall quality.  As such, from a quality perspective, direct impacts from the 
Preferred Alternative to existing vegetation and wildlife habitat in the project area are considered 
relatively minor. 
 
Construction would disturb existing noxious weed communities and could create additional 
habitat suitable for noxious weed establishment within newly disturbed areas.  Exposed soils, 
particularly adjacent to roadways, are vulnerable to weed establishment.  Offsite movement of 
weeds from roadway corridors onto adjacent land can result in reduced land values and 
productivity through a reduction in vegetative diversity and native plant biomass.  Spotted 
knapweed is common along the project within 100 to 200 feet of the existing road and would 
likely colonize newly disturbed areas. 
 
Perhaps the most important habitat types in the project area are wetlands and riparian areas. 
Due to their often-diverse vegetative structure and proximity to water, many wildlife species 
associate at times with wetland and riparian habitats.  Additionally, many species use riparian 
areas as movement corridors.  Permanent and temporary impacts to riparian and wetland 
habitat are expected with the Preferred Alternative and would occur as a result of alignment 
shifts and widening of the roadway, bridge construction, and construction of the 12 previously 
mentioned fill-side walls adjacent to the river. 
 
With respect to sensitive plants, the small population of Lemhi beardtongue near RP 20.9 
appears to be the only known species potentially within construction limits. 
 
3.11.2.2  Wildlife 

Construction of the Preferred Alternative would result in direct wildlife mortality primarily to those 
species with limited mobility and/or those that could conceivably be occupying their burrows or 
nests at the time of construction (e.g., mice, wolves, young birds/eggs, frogs, salamanders, 
snakes).  More mobile species such as adult deer, coyotes, and most adult birds would be able 
to avoid direct mortality by moving into adjacent habitat.  No direct impacts to nesting raptors or 
waterfowl are anticipated as little nesting is expected to occur in areas that would be directly 
affected by construction. 
 
Generally, only minor indirect disturbance to wildlife communities is expected to result from 
actual construction activities.  Such disturbance would be temporary and alternative habitat 
similar to that which would be affected is abundant in the general area, including riparian shrub 
habitat associated with the East Fork Bitterroot River floodplain.  The survival of displaced 
species that relied exclusively within the construction area (e.g., species with very limited home 
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ranges, such as mice and voles), however, would depend on the carrying capacity of adjacent 
undeveloped habitat. 
 
Increased travel speeds due to improved driving conditions could adversely affect wildlife, 
especially deer, within the immediate vicinity.  The existing highway, in association with 
agricultural practices, fencing, and light residential and commercial development, is a 
contributor to habitat fragmentation in the project area.  Existing habitat fragmentation will be 
increased by reduction of physical vegetation cover adjacent to the highway, incrementally 
increased distance between cross-highway habitats, and increased traffic speeds, thus 
increasing the chance for wildlife/vehicle collisions. 
 
The proposed fill-side walls could also alter wildlife traditional movements and crossing 
locations.  Similarly, overly steep cut slopes could impact wildlife movement patterns in certain 
areas.  Any continuous slope profiles constructed to the maximum proposed 1:1 slope will likely 
necessitate a different travel approach for larger wildlife. 
 
Both the marbled jumping slug location and great blue heron rookery are outside the project 
limits and no impacts are anticipated to these species.  Other than short-term displacement by 
construction noise, no direct or indirect impacts are anticipated to sensitive bat and raptor 
species, which may infrequently use the area. 
 
3.11.3  TERRESTRIAL AND BIOLOGICAL MITIGATION 

In accordance with 7-22-2152 and 60-2-208 M.C.A., MDT will re-establish a permanent 
desirable vegetation community along all areas disturbed by the proposed construction.  MDT 
will develop revegetation specification and special provisions that must be followed by the 
contractor.  These specifications will include instructions on seed mixes, seeding methods, 
seeding dates, types and amounts of mulch and fertilizer.  Seed mixes include a variety of 
species to assure that areas disturbed by construction are stabilized by vegetative cover. 
 
To minimize impacts to plant communities in the study area, the following measures are 
provided for MDT's consideration: 
 
• Disturbed wetland and streamside areas will be revegetated with desirable vegetation as 

soon as practicable following disturbance. 

• Prior to construction, a qualified scientist would again try to locate the Lemhi beardtongue 
population and transplanting would be considered for those plants found within construction 
limits. 

• With the exception of temporary clearing that may be required for culvert placement and 
relocation of utilities, clearing and grubbing will be confined to the construction limits (i.e., 
within the cut/fill limits).  Clearing beyond defined construction limits will be kept to the 
minimum necessary for the completion of the project.  Any temporary clearing necessary for 
culvert placement outside the construction limits or temporary facilities will be kept to the 
smallest area possible and reclaimed with desirable vegetation as soon as practicable. 
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Appropriate measures would be taken to prevent the introduction and spread of noxious weeds.  
The Seeding Special Provisions developed for this proposed project will be forwarded to the 
responsible County Weed Board for approval.  The following mitigation measures will be 
implemented throughout the corridor to minimize vegetation impacts by noxious weeds: 
 
• Minimize clearing of construction limits to maximum extent possible and develop clear zones 

for safety as practicably yet modestly as possible, with strict contractor adherence to 
avoidance and/or minimization of construction activity beyond the proposed project limits. 

• Power washing of all construction equipment either entering or departing the project area to 
minimize introduction and/or spread of noxious weeds and whirling disease. 

• Completion of a weed management plan by the contractor outlining procedures, 
contingencies, and responsibilities in the event of a noxious weed outbreak and filing of this 
plan with the Ravalli County Weed District prior to the start of construction. 

 
Mitigation practices to help minimize animal vehicle collisions are limited by the area's poorly 
suited topography.  Signing is a practical yet only moderately effective method for minimizing 
collisions. 
 
The following mitigation measures will be implemented to minimize impacts to wildlife 
throughout the corridor: 
 
• Prior to construction, MNHP records will be reviewed again for new sensitive wildlife species 

occurrences in the study area, and, as warranted, site-specific mitigation measures will be 
developed and implemented. 

• The reconstructed bridge at RP 18.1 would afford wildlife an opportunity to pass underneath 
the roadway at this location, as would any new bridges that might be included in the project 
for reactivation of a historic meander channel.  MDT will investigate the opportunity to 
incorporate benches underneath the bridge ends that would allow for terrestrial wildlife to 
pass underneath the structures throughout the year except perhaps during extremely high 
runoff events. 

• Where the highway bisects important wetland and other wildlife habitats, other methods to 
provide habitat connectivity, primarily for small mammals and herptiles, are available.  Small 
mammals have been documented using dry culverts and dry benches within culverts that 
typically have standing water in them for a portion of the year.  For small mammals, 24- to 
60-inch-diameter culverts can be used in dry locations or installed in the upper third of the 
highway fill in wet locations. Where hydrologic connection is important, a solid bench within 
the culvert and above the ordinary water line can provide a means of crossing for several 
species.  The bench can be cast in-place in concrete box culverts or bolted to the top and 
sides of metal culverts.  This approach would seem viable in the following locations:  
Stations 141+30 (RP 16), 146+50 (RP 16.8), 186+30 (RP 17.5), 197+20 ((RP 17.7), 356+00 
(RP 20.7), and 472+50 (RP 22.8). 

• Additionally, to provide a source of water to keep animals from crossing the road, Montana 
Fish, Wildlife and Parks suggests construction of an artificial watering hole north of the 
Medicine Tree on the east side of the highway to minimize animal movement across the 
highway.  MDT will do a geotechnical/hydrological investigation to determine the feasibility 
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of the watering hole and has initiated coordination for a cooperative maintenance 
arrangement with local interest groups. 

 
3.12  Aquatic Resources 

3.12.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

Perennial streams of the study area include the East Fork Bitterroot River, Laird Creek, and 
Medicine Tree Creek.  Previous discussions of the water resources are found in Section 3.8. 
 
• East Fork Bitterroot River is rated an “outstanding” fisheries resource (MFISH 2002).  Fish 

include rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss, abundant resident), brook trout (Salvelinus 
fontinalis, rare resident), brown trout (Salmo trutta, common resident), west slope cutthroat 
trout (Oncorhynchus clarki lewisi, rare resident), bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus, rare 
resident), and mountain whitefish (Prosopium williamson, abundant resident).  This stream 
does not occur on the State’s 303(d) List of Impaired Waterbodies. 

• Laird Creek, a tributary to the East Fork Bitterroot River, is a “high” value fisheries resource 
(MFISH 2002).  Species composition includes rainbow trout (common resident), westslope 
cutthroat trout (abundant resident) and bull trout (rare resident).  The creek flows under the 
highway in a 4-foot by 4-foot box culvert and will be replaced with an appropriately designed 
culvert that meets water conveyance and fish passage.  Despite a slightly perched outlet, it 
appears as though fish are currently able to pass through the existing culvert moving up and 
downstream.  No spawning is known to occur below the existing culvert.  This stream is on 
the State’s 303(d) List of Impaired Waterbodies with habitat alterations and siltation as 
probably causes and silviculture and logging road construction as the probable sources. 

• Medicine Tree Creek, a tributary to East Fork Bitterroot River.  Few fish are present in 
Medicine Tree Creek although this stream is not on the State’s 303(d) List of Impaired Water 
bodies.  The creek flows under the highway in a 36-inch CSP and will be replaced with an 
appropriately designed culvert that meets water conveyance and fish passage.  Fish are 
unable to swim through the existing culvert due to a perched outlet and steep gradient 
through the culvert. 

 
Sensitive Species of Concern 
A MNHP records indicate the presence in the study area of west slope cutthroat trout, a Species 
of Concern Table 3-11. 
 

Table 3-11    
Species of Special Concern That May 

Reside in the Conner North & South Study Area 
 

Species Habitat in the Study area Known Distribution in Study Area 
Westslope cutthroat trout 
(Oncorhynchus clarki 
lewisi) 

Clear freestone streams of the 
Intermountain West, present 
throughout the upper Bitterroot 
system 

Appreciable numbers in project portion 
of East Fork Bitterroot River, and 
associated tributaries. 
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West slope cutthroat trout are a USFS sensitive species within the Bitterroot National Forrest, 
and a species of special concern by the State of Montana and Montana Chapter of the 
American Fisheries Society.  In 1997 endemic westslope cutthroat trout were petitioned for 
threatened and endangered species listing, but eliminated from consideration following an 
extensive status review. This species occurs frequently throughout the upper East Fork 
Bitterroot River drainage.  Bull trout are also a species of concern and are addressed in Section 
3.14, Threatened or Endangered Species. 
 
3.12.2  AQUATIC RESOURCE IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  There would be no new impacts to fisheries or species of special 
concern as a result of the No-Action Alternative.  Existing impacts from winter sanding and from 
general roadway runoff are expected to continue. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  Impacts to aquatic resources will primarily result from direct disturbance 
associated with existing bridge demolition, new bridge construction, culvert replacement, and fill-
side wall construction.  Existing impacts from sand/gravel use during the winter months and 
general roadway runoff are expected to continue following construction.  Table 3-12 summarizes 
proposed activities that will likely occur to aquatic resources and habitat.  Construction activities 
would result in temporary increased erosion potential, reduced slope stability, and could 
temporarily increase turbidity in the river downstream of the project, particularly during 
precipitation events.  Increased exposure of soils in the study area would provide a continuing 
source of sediment into the local system during precipitation events until stabilized. 
 

Table 3-12     
Summary of Proposed Activities at or Near Study Area Streams 

 
Stream Proposed Alteration / Activity 

Laird Creek (RP 17.7) 
Remove existing four-foot by four-foot concrete box culvert and replace with an 
appropriately designed culvert that meets water conveyance and fish passage.  Fish 
passage is a concern and will be maintained at this location. 

Medicine Tree Creek  
(RP 20.8) 

Replace existing 36-inch CSP with an appropriately designed culvert that meets water 
conveyance and fish passage.  A temporary fish barrier will be designed for this 
structure, per MFWP. 

East Fork Bitterroot 
River Bridge  
(RP 18.1) 

Construct new bridge across river on slightly different alignment while maintaining 
traffic on existing alignment.  Bridge design is incomplete.  The bridge design effort will 
investigate different approaches to developing the final structure through a process that 
will address environmental concerns, recreational floater activity, cost and feasibility.  
The process will seek a practicable solution, defining the term in the language of 
Section 404 (b) (1) guidelines (23 CFR Part 777): "...available and capable of being 
done after taking into consideration cost, existing technology, and logistics, in light of 
overall project purposes."  Existing bridge will be demolished after completion of the 
new bridge. 

continued 
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Table 3-13 (continued) 
Summary of Proposed Activities at or Near Study Area Streams 

 
Stream Proposed Alteration / Activity 

East Fork Bitterroot 
River (stationing 
unknown) 

Two additional bridges across the East Fork Bitterroot River would be necessary to 
accommodate the potential reactivation of a previously cutoff oxbow meander.  It has 
not yet been determined which of the potential oxbows will be reactivated and there is 
potential that none will occur pending further discussions with local landowners.  
Should additional bridges be needed to accommodate this work, a bridge design effort 
will investigate different approaches to developing the final structure through a process 
that will address environmental concerns, recreational floater activity, cost and 
feasibility.  The process will seek a practicable solution, defining the term in the 
language of Section 404 (b) (1) guidelines (23 CFR Part 777): "...available and capable 
of being done after taking into consideration cost, existing technology, and logistics, in 
light of overall project purposes." 

East Fork Bitterroot 
River—fill-side walls 
(various locations) 

See Figure 3-3 and Table 3-6 for proposed fill-side wall locations. 

 
 
While short-term negative impacts are probable with the Preferred Alternative, the aquatic 
environment may also benefit from the proposed action.  The potential reactivation of a cutoff 
meander would add length to the East Fork Bitterroot River, thus improving flow dynamics and 
increasing potential aquatic habitat for fish and other wildlife.  Aggressive revegetation efforts 
adjacent to the river would help stabilize banks, add shading to the river, and increase the long-
term potential for woody debris recruitment into the drainage.  Construction activities would 
temporarily increase erosion potential. 
 
3.12.3  AQUATIC RESOURCES MITIGATION 

• A Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) employing Best Management Practices 
for controlling erosion and sediment transport will be implemented throughout the project. 

• Development of a revegetation plan, erosion control plan, and stormwater pollution 
prevention plan will be coordinated with appropriate permitting and resources agencies. 

• Any restrictions on work near streams or in wetlands will be specified as terms of water-
related permits obtained from the MDEQ, MFWP, and the Corps. 

 
The MDT standard specifications require that the contractor must, unless specifically permitted 
to do otherwise: 
 
• Not spill or dump material from equipment into streams or associated wetlands. 

• Not permit wash water from cleaning concrete related equipment or wet concrete to enter 
streams, riparian areas, or wetlands. 

• Not place fill or embankment material into streams, streambeds, riparian areas, or wetlands. 
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• Store and handle petroleum products, chemical, cement, and other deleterious materials in 
a manner that prevents their entry into streams and associated wetlands. 

• Provide sediment controls for drainage from topsoil stockpiles, staging areas, access roads, 
channel changes, and instream excavations. 

• Reclaim streambeds and streambanks as closely as possible to their pre-construction 
condition. 

• Any equipment that would ultimately come in contact with the water would be steam-cleaned 
prior to and after completion of the project to help prevent the spread of whirling disease to 
other potential waters. 

 
3.13  Floodplains 

3.13.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

Executive Order 11988, Floodplain Management, requires federal agencies to avoid direct or 
indirect support of development in floodplains whenever a practical alternative exists.  The base 
flood (100-year flood or a flood that has a 1-percent chance of being equaled or exceeded in 
any given year) is the regulatory standard used by federal agencies, and most states, to 
administer floodplain management programs.  As described in the Code of Federal Regulation, 
23 CFR 650 Subpart A, floodplains provide natural and beneficial values serving as areas for 
fish, wildlife, plants, open space, natural beauty, scientific study, outdoor recreation, agriculture, 
aquaculture, forestry, natural flood moderation, water quality maintenance, and groundwater 
recharge. 
 
The East Fork Bitterroot River has not been delineated by the Flood Insurance Program, and 
therefore has no formal Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) designated 100-year 
floodplain.  However, at the request of the Ravalli County Commissioners, a floodplain study of 
the East and West Forks Bitterroot River was conducted through the Montana Department of 
Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC).  The Bitterroot Floodplain Management Study 
was prepared and signed in January of 1992, and updated in October of 1998.  Based on the 
study, the Bitterroot County Commissioners adopted floodplain regulations in accordance with 
Montana law, thus allowing the county to participate in the National Flood Insurance Program, 
administered by FEMA.  The study reach involves about 26 miles of the East Fork Bitterroot 
River and 21 miles of the West Fork Bitterroot River stream channels.  Of this, 2.7 miles of the 
East Fork Bitterroot River were evaluated and mapped by approximate methods.  The drainage 
area of the East Fork Bitterroot River ranges from about 118 square miles at the upstream end 
of the Floodplain Management study area and about 405 square miles at the mouth. 
 
South of Conner, the East Fork Bitterroot River flows through a narrow and confined valley 
formed by ancient glacial moraines and outwash fans.  The soils that compose the East Fork 
Bitterroot River channel contain varying amounts of rounded gravel, cobbles, stones, and 
boulders.  The soils along the floodplains are moderately well drained to very poorly drained.  
Major management concerns for the floodplain soils of the East Fork Bitterroot River include 
flooding, high water tables, and areas with shallow depths to sand and gravel. 
 



 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
 

PAGE 3-38 

Historically, all of the major floods on the East Fork Bitterroot River have occurred during the 
months of May or June, a time when most of the winter snow pack is melting, as well as a time 
of heavy precipitation.  Flooding usually occurs due to rapid snowmelt, moderate to high rainfall, 
or a combination of both.  These factors, coupled with the steep stream gradient and narrow 
confines of the East Fork Bitterroot River valley, present the potential for high and potentially 
hazardous water velocities.   
 
On the East Fork Bitterroot River, a stream gauge located about four miles south of Conner, 
within the current study area, was in operation from approximately 1937 through 1972.  The five 
largest flood events recorded at that gauge are listed in Table 3-14: 
 

Table 3-14     
Five Largest Flood Events on East Fork Bitterroot River 

 
Date Peak Discharge 

May 9, 1947 3,660 cfs 
May 29, 1948 3,760 cfs 
June 8, 1964 3,270 cfs 
June 12, 1965 3,270 cfs 
June 2, 1972 4,000 cfs 
Source: Floodplain Management Study, 1998. 

 
 
Presently, floods occur on average of about once every ten years on the East Fork Bitterroot 
River and its tributaries.  Within the Conner North-South study area, approximately 900 acres 
along the East Fork Bitterroot River are within the 100-year flood area. 
 
The area and depth of flooding is not expected to change dramatically in the future.  The 
Bitterroot National Forest Service has been monitoring tributary streams to the East Fork 
Bitterroot River (Laird and Dixon creeks) since the fires of 2000. Due to the removal of 
vegetation and understory as a result of the fires, runoff from snowmelt or precipitation has 
increased, and therefore changed runoff timing and duration in these areas, but probably would 
not have an impact on the flood potential of the river. 
 
Development within the floodplain may have an effect on flooding depths.  The Montana 
Floodplain law provides the means to implement a program of sensible land use regulations to 
keep future development out of flood prone areas.  The law calls for restrictive land use within 
identified floodplain areas, structured around the 100-year floodplain.  Buildings for living 
purposes or commercial structures are not allowed within the designated floodplain; however, 
buildings are allowed in the floodplain fringe areas if their lowest floor is elevated two feet above 
the 100-year flood elevation.  Channel vegetation would be protected and maintained to 
increase stability and reduce erosion, and proper management of the riparian zone could 
reduce streambank erosion and damage to adjacent land. 
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3.13.2  FLOODPLAIN IMPACTS 

Impacts to the 100-year floodplain can occur in two forms 1) directly through changes to the 
capacity of the floodplain (e.g., bridge piers, roadway fill); or 2) indirectly through an increase in 
the total volume of water arriving at and being conveyed by the floodplain.  Both impacts could 
result in an alteration of the existing floodplain water surface elevation.  Increases in water 
surface elevations could result in an increase in the 100-year floodplain area and the probability 
of flooding structures previously located outside the floodplain.     
 
No-Action Alternative.  No improvements will be made with the No-Action Alternative that will 
affect the 100-year floodplain. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  The Preferred Alternative will include transportation improvements that 
will occupy delineated floodplain areas of the East Fork Bitterroot River floodplain.  Flooding risk 
to US 93 is negligible since the roadway is designed to be above the 100-year flood levels.  A 
study was prepared entitled Recommendations to Avoid and Minimize Impacts to the East Fork 
of the Bitterroot River (Water Consulting, Inc. and Carter & Burgess, Inc., 2002) in which 
potential impacts to the East Fork Bitterroot River and floodplain were identified.  The study 
proposed measures to minimize and avoid impacts to the river and floodplain.  Design 
modifications have been made to the conceptual design plans and will continue to be evaluated 
through the design process to reduce impacts further.  As described in Section 3.8.2 and Table 
3-6, there are two locations of proposed fill-side walls totaling approximately 1,000 feet that may 
encroach longitudinally onto the 100-year floodplain.  As design plans are finalized, additional 
opportunities to steepen slopes will be explored.  The fill-side walls have been included in the 
current design to reduce the fill-slope impacts to wetlands, the river and floodplains.  As design 
progresses, opportunities to regrade and vegetate floodplain benches will be incorporated 
where the benefit to do so is cost effective. 
 
Based on modeling, the conceptual design would not cause the 100-year water surface 
elevations to increase over the Ravalli County 0.5-foot allowance.  The project improvements 
are not anticipated to encourage development within the 100-year floodplain.  This project will 
be designed in accordance with Ravalli County floodplain regulations and will not increase the 
100-year water surface elevations over the allowable 0.5-foot allowance. The project will be in 
compliance with Executive Order 11988, Floodplain Management, which requires federal 
agencies to avoid direct or indirect support of development in floodplain whenever a practical 
alternative exists. 
 
3.13.3  FLOODPLAIN MITIGATION 

Coordination will continue to occur with the Ravalli County Floodplain Administrator, FEMA, and 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to ensure compliance with regulations and that mitigation 
measures are included in the construction plans.  Designs and recommendations will be in 
compliance with FHPM 6-7-3-2 “Location and Hydraulic Design of Encroachments on 
Floodplains” (now referenced as 23 CFR 650 A) and Executive Order 11988.  Revegetating 
disturbed vegetated floodplain areas would offset any potential impact to “natural and beneficial 
floodplain values” and would enhance current conditions. 
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A floodplain permit would be required from Ravalli County prior to construction within the 
floodplain. 
 
3.14  Threatened or Endangered Species 

3.14.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

Under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act (ESA), as amended, activities conducted, 
sponsored, or funded by federal agencies must be reviewed for their effects on species federally 
listed or proposed for listing as threatened or endangered and any designated critical habitat for 
these species.  Based on the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) list of 
threatened, endangered, and proposed species that may be present in Montana Counties, and 
on range and habitat descriptions found in technical literature, the following listed, proposed, 
and candidate species were considered for the study area.  These species are threatened bald 
eagle, grizzly bear, Canada lynx, and bull trout (and proposed critical habitat) and threatened 
gray wolf. 
 
Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 
The study area is not within the general home range for active bald eagle nests.  Active nest 
sites are present several miles north of the study area between Florence and Hamilton, but 
nesting habitat does not sufficiently exist within the study area.  Bald eagles winter in the study 
area and feed on fish in the East Fork Bitterroot River and road-killed big game animals along 
Highway 93.  Migratory bald eagles are also likely to be present in the study area. 
 
Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctos horribilis) 
Although grizzly bears have been extirpated from the Bitterroot ecosystem, the study area is 
near a grizzly bear recovery area identified in the 1993 Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan.  A federal 
reintroduction plan is currently under legal challenge.  No recent grizzly bear activity has been 
reported within the study area; however, in September 2002, a grizzly bear was observed in the 
Rock Creek drainage. 
 
Canada Lynx (Lynx canadensis) 
Typical Canada lynx denning and foraging habitat is not present in the study area.  Canada 
lynx, moving between preferred high elevation habitat of the Bitterroot and Sapphire Ranges, 
may occasionally occur in the study area.  Highway crossing by this species is thought to be 
more common in the Lost Trail Pass vicinity, south of the study area. 
 
Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) 
Within the study area, bull trout are present in East Fork Bitterroot River and Laird Creek.  
Electro shocking in the East Fork Bitterroot River produced six bull trout in 1998 and one in 
2001.  The fires of 2000 are likely to have reduced Laird Creek bull trout populations. 
 
The study area is within the Columbia River Basin bull trout critical habitat proposed by the 
USFWS.  Critical habitat is protected under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act, and 
federal agencies are required to consult with the USFWS on actions they carry out, fund, or 
authorize that might affect this habitat.  East Fork Bitterroot River is included in this proposal, 
and Laird and Medicine Tree Creeks are not included.  
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Gray Wolf (Canis lupus) 
Although gray wolves could occur in the study area, no critical habitat features are present 
within several miles of the project.  Packs were reported in 2002 outside the study area in both 
the upper East Fork and West Fork Bitterroot drainages.  In 1998 a single wolf was killed on 
Highway 93 north of the study area between Lolo and Missoula. 
 
3.14.2  THREATENED OR ENDANGERED SPECIES IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  The No-Action Alternative would have no effect on threatened or 
endangered species. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  The following are possible impacts associated with the Preferred 
Alternative on each of these species.  The results of this analysis are summarized in Table 
3-15.  Formal consultation with the USFWS has been initiated for this project.  The project 
decision document will be developed following receipt of the biological opinion and is expected 
to include Canada lynx’s critical habitat designation. 
 

Table 3-15  
Summary of Impacts to Threatened and Endangered Species 

 
Species Scientific Name Status Impact Determination 

Bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus Threatened May affect, not likely to 
adversely affect 

Grizzly bear Ursus arctos horribilis Threatened No affect 

Canada lynx Lynx canadensis Threatened May affect, not likely to 
adversely affect 

Bull trout Salvelinus confluentus Threatened May affect, likely to 
adversely affect 

Gray wolf Canis lupus Threatened May affect, not likely to 
adversely affect 

 
 
Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 
The proposed action does not fall within the home range of any known Bald Eagle nests, and 
therefore, no impacts to nesting eagles are anticipated.  Impacts to potentially suitable nesting 
habitat are considered negligible as well. 
 
Exposure of soils associated with project activities could result in temporary increases in 
turbidity in the East Fork of the Bitterroot River and its tributaries. Water quality would be 
indirectly affected over the short term by the influx of fuel and other pollutants from unpaved 
surfaces during storm events. Increases in turbidity and suspended sediment could result in 
reductions of stream productivity and reduction of feeding opportunities for sight-feeding 
species, including Bald Eagles.  These temporary impacts would be reduced by implementing 
standard best management practices for pollutant/sediment/erosion control during construction 
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and through compliance with project-specific conditions to be specified in the MFWP Stream 
Protection Act and federal Section 404 Clean Water Act permits required for the project. 
 
Due to the year-round presence of bald eagles along the project route, construction activities 
during all seasons could conceivably temporarily disturb or displace eagles where the project is 
visible from nesting, roosting and foraging habitat.  However, because the areas and duration of 
disturbance would be relatively confined and occur in a currently disturbed corridor, and 
undisturbed similar habitat for displaced birds is abundant in the surrounding area, these 
impacts are not considered substantial.  
 
Increased vehicle speeds resulting from highway improvements would increase the risk of 
mortality due to vehicle collisions with eagles feeding on highway carrion; however, highway 
improvements would also increase motorist’s visibility of eagles on or near the highway and 
facilitate avoidance of collisions.  Prompt removal of roadkill deer and other wildlife from the 
highway would further reduce the potential for such collisions. 
 
Based on this information and recommended mitigation/coordination measures below, it is 
determined that implementation of the Preferred Alternative may affect, not likely to adversely 
affect the threatened bald eagle. 
 
Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctos horribilis) 
The primary effects of road presence, under both the existing and “improved” conditions, with 
respect to this species are the potential for direct mortality and slowing or discouraging east-
west movement between suitable habitat areas.  Impairment of such movement between 
populations contributes, in essence, to habitat fragmentation.  Isolation of grizzly populations is 
not a concern at this time in the Bitterroot Valley, as the populations do not currently exist; 
however, the highway could serve to isolate populations should grizzlies naturally or through 
reintroductions become established in the Bitterroot and Sapphire ranges.  The establishment of 
wildlife crossings at bridges could serve to mitigate the impacts of the highway on grizzly 
movements across the valley. 
 
Based on this information outlined, it is determined that implementation of the Preferred 
Alternative will have no affect on the threatened grizzly bear, even upon reintroduction. 
 
Canada Lynx (Lynx canadensis) 
Potential lynx habitat loss resulting from the Preferred Alternative is considered a less-than-
substantial impact because little or no quality lynx habitat occurs within proposed project limits.  
The primary effects of road presence, under both the existing and “improved” conditions, with 
respect to this species are the potential for direct mortality and slowing or discouraging east-
west movement between suitable habitat areas.  Impairment of such movement between 
populations contributes, in essence, to habitat fragmentation.  Habitat fragmentation isolates 
populations and leads to losses of genetic diversity. 
 
Assuming that lynx movement across the highway occurs in the project area, increased vehicle 
speeds on the improved road may increase the chance for vehicle-inflicted mortality.  Widening, 
however, would increase sight distance and may improve opportunities for drivers to change 
lanes and avoid animals.  Additionally, the nocturnal habits of lynx may serve to reduce the 
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chance of vehicle-inflicted mortality because lowest traffic volumes are expected during evening 
hours.  Lynx may be active during daylight hours, but are most active from shortly before dark to 
shortly after dawn (Nellis 1989). 
 
The incorporation of wildlife passage features at bridge crossings may potentially help facilitate 
lynx movement across Highway 93 through the project area. 
 
Based on this information, and recommended mitigation/coordination measures below, it is 
determined that implementation of the proposed action may affect, not likely to adversely 
affect the Canada lynx. 
 
Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) 
The USFWS Dichotomous Key For Making Endangered Species Act Determinations of Effect 
from a Framework to Assist in Making Endangered Species Act Determinations of Effect for 
Individual or Grouped Actions at the Bull Trout Subpopulation Watershed Scale (USFWS 1998) 
was applied in making the determination of effect. 
 
Construction of the Preferred Alternative would have short and potentially long-term adverse 
impacts on proposed bull trout critical habitat in the East Fork Bitterroot River and known 
permanently occupied habitat associated with the Laird Creek drainage.  Impacts to project area 
streams will primarily result from direct disturbance associated with the removal of the existing 
structures (bridges and culverts), construction of the new structure at each crossing, and direct 
channel modifications as needed to construct the previously mentioned fill-side walls.  Potential 
reactivation of an existing cutoff meander would also result in short term negative impacts with 
the potential for long-term benefits to the East Fork Bitterroot River drainage.  Existing impacts 
from sand/gravel use during the winter months and general highway runoff are expected to 
continue following construction. 
 
Construction activities would result in temporary increased erosion potential, reduced slope 
stability, and could temporarily increase turbidity in the river downstream of the project; 
particularly during precipitation events.  Widening the paved surface of the highway would result 
in increased runoff and incremental increased flow into the East Fork Bitterroot River drainage.  
Increased exposure of soils in the project area would provide a continuing source of sediment 
into the local system during precipitation events until stabilized. 
 
Two additional bridges may be required for the project should MDT receive approval from local 
residents and decide to reactivate a previously cut-off meander channel.  Depending upon the 
location of such bridges, temporary detours and/or work bridges may become necessary.  
Regardless of number and location, temporary facilities generally result in temporary turbidity 
into the local system during installation and removal of end bents and instream piers.  The 
contractor will be responsible for permitting temporary facilities.  If clear span structures at 
bridge crossings are used, the only anticipated in-stream activities associated with construction 
of the new bridges would be end bent construction and riprap placement where needed. 
 
Conducting in-stream work during low-flow conditions and diverting water during construction 
should reduce or eliminate most short-term increases in turbidity for Laird and Medicine Tree 
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Creeks, which are scheduled for new culverts.  In the East Fork Bitterroot River, conducting in-
stream work during low-flow conditions should reduce most short-term increases in turbidity.   
 
While short-term negative impacts are probable with this project, the aquatic environment may 
also benefit from the Preferred Alternative.  Reactivation of a cutoff meander would add length 
to the East Fork Bitterroot River, thus improving flow dynamics and increasing aquatic habitat 
for fish and other wildlife.  Revegetation efforts adjacent to the river would help stabilize banks, 
add shading to the river, and increase the long-term potential for woody debris recruitment into 
the drainage. 
 
Based on extensive coordination with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Montana Fish, 
Wildlife, and Parks, and implementation of specified conservation measures, a may affect, 
likely to adversely affect determination is rendered for bull trout and proposed critical habitat 
for this species.  This determination primarily results from the potential, albeit low, for “take” of 
individual fish and for temporary degradation of proposed critical habitat during construction.  
Formal consultation has been initiated with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
 
Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) Critical Habitat 
In November 2002, the USFWS, proposed designation of critical habitat for the Klamath River 
and Columbia River distinct population segments (DPS) of bull trout pursuant to the 
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended. Critical habitat consists of physical and 
biological features essential to the conservation of the species and that may require special 
management considerations or protection. These physical and biological features include, but 
are not limited to: space for individual and population growth, and for normal behavior; food, 
water, or other nutritional or physiological requirements; cover or shelter; sites for breeding, 
reproduction, or rearing of offspring; and habitats that are protected from disturbance or are 
representative of the historic geographical and ecological distributions of a species. 
 
The primary constituent elements for bull trout were determined from studies of their habitat 
requirements, life-history characteristics, and population biology. Primary constituent elements 
may include, but are not limited to, features such as spawning sites, feeding sites, and water 
quality or quantity. An area need not include all nine of the primary constituent elements to 
qualify for designation as critical habitat. 
 
The proposed Conner North and South project includes work within the East Fork Bitterroot 
River, which is proposed critical habitat for bull trout.  The remaining Bitterroot River tributaries 
traversed by this project are not proposed for listing as critical habitat.  The East Fork Bitterroot 
River from its junction with the West Fork upstream to its headwaters provides foraging, 
migratory, spawning (in headwaters) and over-wintering habitat for bull trout.   
 
Analysis for the proposed Conner North and South project found that activities associated with 
this project were likely to impact the Habitat Indicators Sediment and Substrate 
Embeddedness. This impact is anticipated to result in degradation to these habitat elements 
and subsequently primary constituent elements (PCEs) 1 and 4.  The impacts associated with 
the proposed action are not discountable, insignificant, or entirely beneficial. As such, the 
proposed Conner North and South project is likely to adversely affect proposed critical habitat 
for bull trout in the Bitterroot River.  Due to the scale of the project and associated impact, there 
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is an extremely low probability that the Conner North and South project will result in destruction 
or adverse modification of proposed critical habitat for bull trout at the Columbia River DPS 
scale. 
 
Gray Wolf (Canis lupus) 
No active wolf dens are known to occur in the project area.  Due to the general lack of wolf pack 
activity in the immediate project area, breeding, denning, and other reproductive functions are 
not likely to be affected by the project. 
 
Potential wolf habitat loss resulting from the project is considered a less-than-substantial impact 
due to the high disturbance levels associated with existing roadside vegetation communities. 
The primary effects of road presence, under both the existing and “improved” conditions, with 
respect to this species are the potential for direct mortality and slowing or discouraging possible 
occasional west-east cross-highway movement.  Impairment of such movement between 
populations contributes, in essence, to habitat fragmentation. 
 
Based on this information and the occurrence outlined in Section 3.14.1, it is determined that 
implementation of the proposed action may affect, not likely to adversely affect the gray wolf. 
 
3.14.3  CONSERVATION MEASURES  

No conservation measures are required for the grizzly bear. 
 
Conservation measures will be implemented for the following species:  
 
Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 
• Prior to construction, bald eagle nesting status in the study area will be confirmed through 

coordination with local resource agency biologists and a review of MNHP records.  If nests 
are present, appropriate special and temporal construction restrictions may be warranted 
depending on nest location. 

• Location of construction-related activities (i.e., staging, borrow/gravel source) is 
independently determined by the construction contractor, who is responsible for compliance 
with all laws and restrictions associated with these activities.  If MDT becomes aware of any 
threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate species located in the vicinity of these 
activities, they will inform the contractor of the locations and potential restrictions that may 
be associated with avoiding impacts to those species.  MDT will recommend that the 
contractor contact and coordinate with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

• Raptor proofing of rural overhead power lines that are relocated in association with the 
project will be included in accordance with MDT policies.  This policy requires that any 
overhead electrical facilities, except those in specifically designated urban areas, that are 
relocated within the public right-of-way must be raptor proofed.  Any overhead electrical 
facilities that are relocated on private right-of-way will be recommended to be raptor proofed. 
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Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) 
• With respect to the clear zone, no clearing of woody vegetation would occur within the 

riparian zone along study area streams beyond the area absolutely necessary for safety or 
construction of the new roadway. 

• Any restrictions on work near streams or in wetlands will be specified as terms of water-
related permits obtained from the MDEQ, MFWP, and the Corps. 

• Removed culverts, guardrail, and other items will not be stockpiled in or adjacent to wetland 
or stream areas. 

• To minimize sedimentation as well as construction hardship, it is recommended that, if 
possible, construction in and adjacent to wetlands and streams be timed for these sites to 
be as “dry” as possible during construction. 

• Construction equipment operating in wetlands will be limited to that which is needed to 
perform the necessary work. 

• Width of temporary construction easements will be minimized to the extent possible in 
wetland and stream areas. 

• Disturbed wetland and streamside areas will be revegetated with native plant material (when 
available). 

 
Gray Wolf (Canis lupus) and Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis) 
• With the exception of temporary clearing that may be required for culvert placement and 

relocation of utilities, clearing and grubbing will be confined to the construction limits (i.e., 
within the cut/fill limits).  Clearing beyond defined construction limits will be kept to the 
minimum necessary for the completion of the project.  Any temporary clearing necessary for 
culvert placement outside the construction limits or temporary facilities will be kept to the 
smallest area possible and reclaimed with desirable vegetation as soon as practicable. 

 
 
3.15  Cultural Resources and Section 4(f) 

3.15.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

This section addresses cultural resources within the study area.  Pursuant to Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act (as amended) and the Advisory Council on Historic 
Preservation regulations 36 CFR Part 800, a cultural resource survey, literature review, and 
report were completed for the study area. 
 
The first cultural resource inventory was completed in 1989 when the Montana Department of 
Transportation contracted with Historical Research Associates (HRA) of Missoula, Montana.  
The study reported thirteen prehistoric and historic cultural resource properties within the study 
area.  One additional site was added to the historical inventory in 1990 when HRA prepared an 
addendum, and recorded a site in the vicinity of the Medicine Tree.  HRA identified two sites 
within the study area that were determined to be eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places (NRHP): 
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• Site 24 RA 281 Whitesell Irrigation Ditch Flume was constructed in the late 1880’s or 

early 1890’s.  The site is an excellent example of a timber box and trestle-type flume.  The 
flume remnants of the abandoned Whitesell irrigation ditch are eligible for the NRHP.  The 
ditch remnants are located approximately 150 feet east of the roadway on a steep side 
slope. 

• Site 24 RA 513 Medicine Tree is a culturally significant site considered sacred by the 
regional Native American groups and is protected under the American Indian Religious 
Freedom Act (AIRFA, 1978) and the National Historic Preservation Act (1966).  The 
Medicine Tree was listed on the NRHP in April 1995.  The site boundaries include the 25 
acres immediately surrounding the tree east of the highway. 

 
After the wildland fires in the summer of 2000, Tracks of the Past Historical and Archaeological 
Services conducted an update of the 1989 cultural resource inventory of sites dating from 1945 
to 1955.  The nine-mile long project corridor was inventoried, covering 200 feet in each direction 
from the highway centerline.  The re-evaluation of the study area revealed an additional seven 
historic sites (six residences and one business), but only one was eligible for listing on the 
National Register of Historic Places.  Of the seven sites in the update report, one site may be 
determined to be individually eligible for listing on the National Register:  Joe’s Bitterroot Ranch, 
(24 RA 0665) a.k.a. Rocky Knob Lodge. 

 
Table 3-16 lists the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP)-eligible or listed sites within the 
project corridor. 
 

Table 3-16     
NRHP Eligible or Listed Sites 

 

Site # Site Description NRHP Eligibility Within Area of 
Potential Effect 

24 RA 281 Whitesell Irrigation Ditch Flume Eligible Yes 
24 RA 513 Medicine Tree Listed Yes 
24 RA 0665 Joe’s Bitterroot Ranch Eligible Yes 

 
 
3.15.2  CULTURAL RESOURCES IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  No NRHP Eligible or listed properties will be impacted by the No-Action 
Alternative. 
 
Under the No-Action Alternative there would be no changes made to the project corridor and 
therefore no impacts to the resources.  Therefore, with the No-Action Alternative there would be 
no direct, indirect or constructive use impacts to historic properties on or eligible for inclusion on 
the NRHP.  Since no property takings or constructive use has been identified to publicly owned 
parks and recreational areas, no further analysis of these resources is required under Section 
4(f). 
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Preferred Alternative: 
• Site 24 RA 281 Whitesell Irrigation Ditch Flume.  As noted in the 1989 HRA report, 

approximately 20 percent of the entire length of the Whitesell Ditch was modified during the 
construction of US 93. It was determined that the portion of the ditch that would likely be 
affected by the proposed action would be those sections that were already modified.  The 
flume is located outside the construction disturbance area. 
 
The State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) concurred on June 6, 1995 with MDT’s 
Determination of No Effect for the site. 

• Site 24 RA 513 Medicine Tree.  The 1995 EA assessed Alternative E, which was a 
relocated alignment in the area of Medicine Tree, as the preferred alternative.  The current 
preferred alternative (Alignment D) maintains use of the current US 93 highway, 
incorporating a shift of 12 feet to the west away from the Medicine Tree.  MDT prepared a 
new Determination of No Effect in a letter to the SHPO dated February 26, 2003.  The 
proposed design also includes a privacy wall to create a more protected space for the 
Medicine Tree and adjacent property considered sacred by the regional Native American 
groups. 

• Site 24 RA 0665 Joe’s Bitterroot Ranch.  No impacts to the historic structure are 
anticipated with the proposed action.  A determination of No Effect was made in a letter to 
the SHPO dated February 26, 2003. 

 
This information, along with a determination of effect, was contained in a letter to the SHPO 
dated February 26, 2003 (see Appendix A).  The SHPO concurred with the determination of 
Effect on March 13, 2003. 
 
In the event that previously unrecorded cultural material is found during construction, activities 
in the immediate area would be halted and the MDT archaeologist would be contacted to 
assess the find.  Terms and conditions agreed to in the draft Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) 
between the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes and MDT would be adhered to during 
construction, particularly in the study area near the Medicine Tree. 
 
3.15.3  CULTURAL RESOURCES MITIGATION 

No mitigation measures are required. 
 
3.16  Hazardous Waste Sites 

An assessment was conducted to evaluate the potential for encountering contaminated 
materials during construction within the study area.  The assessment utilized information 
obtained from a Montana Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) record review, interviews, 
aerial photograph interpretation and visual site assessment. 
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3.16.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

Results of the visual site assessment, aerial photograph interpretation and DEQ records review 
did not reveal any potential hazardous materials sites in the vicinity of the study area.  Interview 
with the owner of the Outpost Lodge indicated that a fuel station, Travelers Village, was located 
directly across US 93 from the existing Outpost Lodge. 
 
Potential contributors of contamination include: 
 
• Former Travelers Village Fuel Station—At the present time MDEQ has no available 

information regarding this site.   No existing building or fuel pumps present as the site, site 
was discovered as a result of a local interview.  Visual inspection of the site did not reveal 
any visible fuel lines or stained soil.  The potential to encounter petroleum-contaminated soil 
exists at this location. 

 
3.16.2  HAZARDOUS WASTE IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  No impacts to hazardous waste would occur with the No-Action 
Alternative. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  The highway is being widened to the opposite side of the road in the 
area of the former Travelers Village Fuel Station.  Therefore, no impacts to hazardous waste are 
anticipated with the Preferred Alternative. 
 
3.16.3  HAZARDOUS WASTE MITIGATION 

Hazardous materials, including fuel and lubricating oils will not be stored and construction 
equipment will not be fueled within 50 feet from the highest anticipated water level (MDT 
Standard Specification 208.03.04) or as identified as part of permit conditions, whichever is 
more restrictive. 
 
3.17  Visual Resources 

3.17.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

The foreground along the East Fork Bitterroot River is characterized by gentle slopes and river 
bottom.  The middle ground is steep slopes with Douglas fir and ponderosa pine tree stands.  
US 93 provides road and trail access for many recreation sites on the forest. 
 
While this highway offers outstanding scenic and recreational opportunities, it also serves a 
utilitarian purpose for public and commercial transport. 
 
Landscape Character 
Landscape character can be broken down into landscape units that contain similar landscape 
elements that are different from other distinct areas. The foreground landscape units are those 
immediately visible from the highway and describe the local character of the area. The 
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foreground is defined as the area within 0 to 0.5 mile.  The foreground views along the East 
Fork Bitterroot River and US 93 are characterized by gentle slopes and river bottom. The 
middleground is defined as 0.5 mile to 4 miles from US 93. The middleground has steeper 
slopes with open timbered land.  Much of US 93 within the project corridor is bounded by 
mountains on one side and the river on the other. The background views are four miles or 
greater.  Background landscape units fall within the surrounding mountain ranges. Along a large 
portion of the project corridor, background views are contained within this viewshed. 
 
The visual landscape units within the project corridor are defined as: 

• Grassland/Floodplains.  These areas are open, flat to rolling terrain.  Some of these areas 
in particular provide an open vista, which enhances the scenic quality. Grazing activities 
occur on some of the Forest Service land along the project corridor.  The forage produced in 
these grassland and meadows is available for both wildlife and domestic stock.  Most of 
these parcels are privately owned (see Photo 3-1). 

 

 
 

• Riparian.  The riparian areas in the project corridor are primarily associated with the East 
Fork Bitterroot River.  The riparian areas typically are vegetated with trees and understory 
species, increasing the scenic variety.  These areas have a higher visual scenic quality and 
support recreation and wildlife habitat functions.  The vegetation serves to protect water 
quality and fish habitat (see Photo 3-2). 

 

Photo 3-1       
Floodplains adjacent to the East Fork Bitterroot River 
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• Coniferous Forest and Rock Outcropping.  The Bitterroot National Forest consists of 

largely ponderosa pine and Douglas fir trees.  Other species include spruce, Douglas fir and 
ponderosa pines (see Photo 3-3).  Several locations along the corridor include rock 
outcroppings provide a variety to the view that increases the scenic quality (see Photo 3-4). 

 

 
 
 

Photo 3-2       
Typical riparian area of East Fork Bitterroot River and US 93 

Photo 3-3       
Coniferous Forest Adjacent to US 93 and East Fork 

Bitterroot River 
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• Rural Homesites.  Rural homesites are dispersed throughout the project corridor and 

include homes and outbuildings commonly found in rural/agrarian communities. Some 
homesites are accessed by individual bridges/roads across the river (see Photo 3-5). 

 

 
 
 
• Commercial.  Commercial Development is very limited within the project limits. A small 

number of commercial businesses, such as restaurants or motels are located within the 
corridor. 

 

Photo 3-4       
Rock Outcropping Slopes Adjacent to US 93 

Photo 3-5       
Rural Homesites adjacent to US 93 
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Visual Quality Objectives 
The Bitterroot National Forest Plan identifies visual quality objectives (VQO) for the 
management area adjacent to the project corridor. The minimum standards for visual quality are 
listed below by management area.  Activities must meet this standard or one for a higher degree 
of visual quality. The Bitterroot National Forest visual quality objective for the National Forest 
System (NFS) land adjacent to US 93 are designated Management Area 3a and 11c (Lewis & 
Clark National Historic Trail). 
 
• Management Area 3a management goal is to maintain the “partial retention” objective and to 

manage timber. 

• The 11c designation is considered visually sensitive and is to maintain “partial retention” of 
visual quality characteristics.  The Bitterroot National Forest Plan identifies the 11c 
Management Area as an “avoidance” area that excludes the construction of utility lines. This 
is located for a very small distance in the southern section of the project corridor within a 
Management 3a area. However, Management Area 3a allows utility construction that meets 
the visual quality objectives. 

 
The minimum standards for visual quality (partial retention, modification, etc.) describe the 
maximum degree of acceptable alteration (impact) of the natural landscape based on the 
importance of aesthetics to the management activity.  The degree of alteration is measured in 
terms of visual contrast with the surrounding landscape.  “Partial retention” activities may 
introduce form, line, color, or texture but they should remain subordinate to the visual strength of 
the landscape.  Mitigation measures to meet “partial retention” should be accomplished as soon 
after project completion or at a minimum within the first year. 
 
3.17.2  VISUAL IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  The No-Action Alternative would not create any additional visual 
impacts.  
 
Preferred Alternative.  The previously identified visual quality objectives create a baseline 
which to assess the project impacts against.  Visual impacts associated with the Preferred 
Alternative will be both short-term as well as long-term.  Short-term visual impacts include: 
 
• Construction equipment and excavated material associated with construction in the staging 

areas. 

• Dust and debris associated with construction activity. The dust will be kept to a minimum 
and controlled by dust suppression techniques to minimize related visual and air quality 
impacts. 

• Traffic congestion and detours associated with construction activity and detours. 
 
The short-term and long-term visual impacts and implemented mitigation would be consistent 
with the “partial retention” classification.  Long-term visual impacts associated with the Preferred 
Alternative include: 
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• Highway reconstruction:  A wider pavement width from 24 feet to 40 feet.  The proposed 
alignment generally follows the existing roadway.  Visual impacts as a result of this 
improvement are:  

◊ Additional pavement width from widened shoulders. The expanded pavement width will 
increase the motorist’s foreground view of the roadway from that which currently exists.  
However, the improved safety associated with wider shoulders and standard lane widths 
should enhance the motorist’s driving experience.  The wider shoulders also provide 
more opportunities for motorists to pull-off for sight seeing activities.  In addition, the 
highly scenic nature of the corridor will draw the motorist’s attention away from the 
subordinate views of the pavement. 

◊ The steepest side slopes will be allowed only in areas with stable material that can be 
blended with the existing slopes and where little or no vegetation currently exists.  The 
intent is to minimize disturbance to areas that are currently vegetated and avoid unstable 
material. 

◊ Loss of vegetation. A loss of vegetation will occur in most mountainous areas due to cut 
slopes and areas adjacent to the river due to fill slopes or fill-side walls.  With the 
exception of temporary clearing that may be required for culvert placement and 
relocation of utilities, clearing and grubbing will be confined to the construction limits 
(i.e., within the cut/fill limits).  Clearing beyond defined construction limits will be kept to 
the minimum necessary for the completion of the project.  Any temporary clearing 
necessary for culvert placement outside the construction limits or temporary facilities will 
be kept to the smallest area possible and reclaimed with similar desirable vegetation as 
soon as practicable. 

• Highway and Structure Elements: 

◊ Right-of-Way (ROW) fence is an existing element and fencing would be similar upon 
reconstruction. 

◊ Addition of guardrail at the top of slopes steeper than 3:1 horizontal:vertical. 

◊ Fill-side walls are proposed along the project corridor as a means to reduce impacts to 
the East Fork Bitterroot River and associated vegetation. Fill-side walls adjacent to 
drainages may be seen from adjacent lands and a number of vantage points along the 
project corridor.  Motorists traveling US 93 will see fill-side walls in various locations 
throughout the project corridor. 

• Construction Activities: 

◊ The views of the construction staging areas by travelers on US 93 would be temporary 
and of brief duration during construction.  Equipment, stockpiles and supplies would be 
visible as motorists pass the construction staging areas. 

◊ Excess waste material may be located within or outside the right-of-way.  Stockpile 
locations have not been identified and the contractor will be required to secure and 
coordinate these locations with the landowner. 
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3.17.3  VISUAL RESOURCE MITIGATION 

• Design and/or place all structures to be compatible with the characteristic landscape. 
 
3.18  Parks and Recreation 

3.18.1  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT 

The Bitterroot Valley offers a wide variety of outdoor recreational opportunities for both the 
residents in the area and those who visit the Valley.  These opportunities include hiking, 
bicycling, horseback riding, mountain biking, camping, hunting, fishing, wildlife viewing, skiing 
and snowmobiling.  US 93 is used to commute through the valley to and from the southeast 
recreation destinations. 
 
A primary trail within the study area is the Lewis & Clark National Historic Trail.  In September of 
1805, Meriwether Lewis and William Clark (better known as Lewis and Clark) traveled through 
the study area on their famous 28-month “Corps of Discovery” journey from Camp DuBois, 
Illinois to explore the western half of the continent in search of the fabled Northwest Passage to 
the Pacific Ocean. The Lewis and Clark journey through the study area took place on the 
current US 93.  They paralleled the river during their journey camping on the west side of the 
river going to the Pacific Ocean and on the east side on their return journey.  A precise location 
is not documented for the Lewis & Clark trail. 
 
Due to the significance of the Lewis and Clark journey to the exploration of the western United 
States, the trail was named a National Historic Trail in 1978. “The primary purpose of a National 
Historic Trail is commemoration of the historic events that form the Trail’s central theme through 
historic interpretation, preservation, and public use” (ParkNet, 2001).  The National Park Service 
does not own any portion of the trail, but administers it in cooperation with federal, state, and 
local agencies, non-profit organizations, and private landowners.  These entities manage 
“existing retracement routes, recreation sites, interpretive facilities, and visitor centers along the 
route” (ParkNet, 2001).  
 
There are no additional national, state, county, or city parks or recreation areas located within 
the study area. 
 
Presently, US 93 is used for agriculture and commercial transportation, recreational access, 
tourist travel, and other general highway uses.  Though designated as part of a transcontinental 
bike route, the lack of wide shoulders and visibility restrictions caused by horizontal and vertical 
curvature does not provide a safe pathway for pedestrians or bicyclists.  The current roadway 
was constructed in 1936 and 1937, with improvements in 1939.  The 65-year old roadway has 
considerable amounts of wear including cracking, rough areas due to patching, and minimal 
shoulders. 
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3.18.2  PARKS AND RECREATION IMPACTS 

No-Action Alternative.  The No-Action Alternative would have no direct effect on recreational 
resources in the study area, other than lack of improvements will not offer safer travel for 
bicyclists, pedestrians, or to recreational sites accessed by the highway.  No improvements 
would be made with the No-Action Alternative and the narrow shoulders would be perpetuated, 
therefore making the pedestrian and bicycle traffic less able to negotiate the highway with the 
future projected traffic. 
 
Preferred Alternative.  The Preferred Alternative would have no direct impacts to recreation 
resources within the study area.  Improvements associated with the Preferred Alternative would 
provide safer travel conditions for bicyclists, pedestrians and those utilizing the corridor to reach 
outlying recreation destinations.  The widened eight-foot shoulders will provide a usable 
shoulder for pedestrians and bicyclists. Safer driving conditions with the wider shoulders would 
provide safe access to the fishing access sites and for sightseers.  No additional fishing access 
sites are proposed. 
 
The Preferred Alternative will comply with the American with Disabilities Act (P.L. 101-336). 
 
3.18.3  PARKS AND RECREATION MITIGATION 

No mitigation is required for park and recreation resources. 
 
3.19  Section 4(f)/6(f) 

Section 4(f) applies to publicly owned lands which are managed as parks and recreation areas, 
wildlife or waterfowl refuges, and to all “significant” historic sites regardless of ownership.  
Impacts to Section 4(f) resources resulting from the project improvements must be avoided if 
possible.  If avoidance is not feasible and prudent, then all possible planning to minimize harm 
to these resources must be included in the project.  Protection of these resources is covered by 
Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act of 1966, P.L. 89-670, 80 Stat.934, which 
was amended in 1983 and 1987, and is now codified at 49 U.S.C. 303. 
 
The pertinent section of the law states: 
 

(C.) The Secretary of Transportation may approve a transportation program or project (other 
than any project for a park road or parkway under Section 204 of title 23) requiring the 
use of publicly owned land of a public park, recreation area, or wildlife and waterfowl 
refuge, or land of an historic site of national, State, or local significance (as determined 
by the Federal, State, or local officials having jurisdiction over the park, area, refuge, or 
site) only if 

 
(1) there is no prudent and feasible alternative to using that land; and 
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(2) the program or project includes all possible planning to minimize harm to the park, 
recreation area, wildlife and waterfowl refuge, or historic site resulting from such 
use. 

 
The FHWA has adopted regulations (23 CFR 771.135) to guide implementation of this section 
of federal law.  This regulation clarifies that the requirements of Section 4(f) apply only to 
historic properties on or eligible for the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) unless the 
Federal Highway Administration determines otherwise.  NRHP sites are also protected by 
Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA), which requires federal agencies 
to consult with the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) regarding the effect of their 
undertaking on historic properties. 
 
There are two types of impacts to a designated 4(f) property that require an evaluation and 
determination as set forth in the regulations: 
 
• A direct impact to a Section 4(f) property resulting from the taking of a portion or all of the 

property. 

• Any action by the project, while not amounting to a direct taking, which would “substantially 
impair” the current use of the property by such intrusions as noise, air or visual impacts, as 
well as impairment of property access, could constitute a “constructive use” of the 4(f) 
property. 

 
The Section 4(f) resources in the study area are historical resources. There are no wildlife or 
waterfowl refuges or parks along the corridor. 
 
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks was contacted regarding any Section 6(f) properties being 
located within the project corridor.  Section 6(f) sites are properties purchased or with 
improvements using Land and Water Conservation (LAWC) funding.  Fishing access sites often 
have LAWC funding.  No sites were identified within the project limits. However, a new Fishing 
Access Site is located just north of the project corridor near Chaffin Creek Road/ US 93 and the 
East Fork Bitterroot River. 
 
3.19.1  SECTION 4(f) IMPACTS AND MITIGATION 

The historical and cultural Section 4(f) resources described in Section 3.15.2 are not “used” by 
the Preferred Alternative under Section 4(f). Since there is no use of a Section 4(f) resource 
there is no requirement for any mitigation under 23 USC §138. However, under the Section 106 
and the MOA entered into, mitigation was agreed to for the Medicine Tree. Measures to 
minimize harm have been incorporated into the project design and are described in Section 
3.15.3. Section 4(f) requires that federal transportation projects that must take or use property 
from a protected resource include all possible planning to minimize harm to those properties.  
To accomplish this, coordination has taken place with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
Tribal (CSKT) Preservation Officer.  Coordination will continue prior to and during construction 
to ensure conditions agreed to in the draft MOA are met.  The project has incorporated the 
privacy wall to minimize project and traffic impacts to the Medicine Tree. In addition, CSKT tribal 
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staff have been involved in the conceptual site plan for the privacy wall in the Medicine Tree 
area. 
 
In addition, there are no parks or recreation areas or wildlife or waterfowl management areas 
within the corridor pertinent to Section 4(f) coordination. 
 
3.19.2  SECTION 6(f) IMPACTS  

No impacts to Section 6(f) properties will occur as a result of implementation of the Preferred 
Alternative.   
 
3.20  Construction 

3.20.1  CONSTRUCTION IMPACTS 

Traffic Control 
Traffic control will be maintained for the duration of the construction with appropriate signing, 
flagging and detours in accordance with the manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices.  Traffic 
control measures will be developed to maximize safety and minimize inconvenience to local 
traffic.  The plan will include details of how traffic will be maintained through the construction 
areas.  For example, at locations where culverts are installed it may be necessary to install 
temporary culverts at stream crossings until the old culvert can be removed and the new one 
installed.  Due to the narrow construction work area, there will be sequencing required for fill-
side wall construction.  Timing and schedule of construction may vary to accommodate issues 
associated with the ESA-protected bull trout.  During construction safe passage of traffic will be 
through controlled corridors within the construction zone. 
 
It is anticipated that most delays and inconvenience would occur within two construction 
seasons.  Delays through the corridor would occur frequently during the first year to allow one-
way traffic through narrow construction areas and to allow clearance and passage of trucks and 
other construction equipment.  Few longer delays are anticipated and will not be allowed except 
where necessary, for example due to rock blasting. 
 
Waste Disposal 
Wastes generated during construction will include—asphalt pavement, guardrails, and culverts 
from obliteration of the old highway; and wastes associated with contractor equipment such as 
fluid from vehicle maintenance activities.  Disposal of existing asphalt and Portland cement 
concrete will comply with applicable laws, rules and regulations, including the Montana Solid 
Waste Management Act. 
 
Heavy equipment and machinery commonly employed in large construction projects are fueled 
and lubricated with petroleum products whose storage, handling and disposal are regulated by 
the MDEQ and the U.S. EPA.  Best Management Practices (BMPs) require that contractors 
follow maintenance guidelines and standards on all equipment to prevent casual release of toxic 
or hazardous substances into the environment.  The BMPs will restrict equipment fueling to a 
distance greater than 50 feet from the highest anticipated water level or as stated in permit 
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conditions, if more restrictive. These restrictions will be specified as conditions in permits issued 
by the MFWP and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 
 
Dust abatement 
A temporary increase in air pollution due to dust and fumes is expected as a result of 
construction operations. The contractor will be required to adhere to all federal, state and local 
regulations to minimize dust pollution. The contractor will obtain air quality permits from the 
Montana Department of Environmental Quality’s (MDEQ) Air and Waste Management Bureau 
for asphalt plants and crushers. Dust will be controlled by watering and other acceptable 
methods. 
 
Stockpiles 
Topsoil, aggregate and recovered asphalt pavement may be stockpiled during construction. 
Stockpile locations have not been identified for these materials, however the contractor will be 
required to implement BMPs to ensure these materials do not affect the environment. 
 
Gravel Pits and Reclamation 
An aggregate source has not yet been identified. It is anticipated that the aggregate source(s) 
for construction of road bases and preparation of asphalt mixes will be identified within the 
general vicinity of the proposed project.  Development of an aggregate source site requires that 
the contractor obtain an open cut-mining permit from the MDEQ.  Bond must accompany the 
permit application. In addition, the contractor must submit a reclamation plan to the Board of 
Land commissioners for review. Excavation cannot begin until a permit is obtained and the 
reclamation plan is approved. 
 
Reclamation, as defined in MCA 82-4-403, is the “reconditioning of an area of land affected by 
mining operations to make the area more suitable for productive use, including but not limited to 
forestry, agriculture, wildlife, recreation or residential and industrial sites.” A reclamation plan 
includes “the description of current land use, topographical data, water data, soils data, leased 
areas, and intended mine areas and an explanation of proposed reclamation of the land, 
including appropriate maps.” 
 
Regulatory Compliance 
Activities during all phases of construction must comply with all applicable tribal, county, state 
and federal regulations. 
 
3.20.2  CONSTRUCTION MITIGATION 

Construction Mitigation Measures for Air Quality 
• Suppress dust through watering or dust palliative. 

• Minimize off-site tracking of mud and debris and temporary access stabilization. 
 
Construction Mitigation Measures for Water Quality 
The following steps could be taken to prevent the violation of water quality standards in 
waterways crossed by and adjacent to the study area: 
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• Implement temporary and permanent Best Management Practices (BMPs) for erosion and 
sediment control and drainage way protection as required by local and state permitting 
requirements.  Appropriate measures will be employed to prevent sediments from reaching 
the area surface waters or wetlands.  These may include surface roughening, mulching, 
revegetation, and interim ground stabilization of roads and soil stockpiles, as well as 
implementation of planned drainages such as detention basins to capture sediment runoff, 
vehicle tracking, slope-length and runoff considerations, slope diversions and dikes, swales, 
sediment barriers, straw bales, and silt fences.  For drainage way protection, these may 
include waterway crossing practices, temporary crossings, and diversions, stability 
practices, conveyance controls, and outlet and inlet protection measures. 

• The design for the proposed highway improvements project will be developed to avoid or 
minimize encroachment into wetlands and floodplain areas. 

• MDT will seek to mitigate unavoidable wetland impacts in the immediate vicinity of this 
proposed project. 

• A Stormwater Pollution Plan (SWPPP) employing Best Management Practices for controlling 
erosion and sediment transport will be implemented throughout the project. 

• Control construction wastewater. 

• The contractor will be required to have a plan for implementing appropriate measures in the 
event of an accidental spill. 

 
Construction Mitigation Measures for Traffic Control 
The following steps could be taken to minimize impacts to traffic circulation during construction: 
 
• Maintain access to local businesses and residences. 

• Coordinate with emergency service providers to minimize delays and ensure access to 
properties. 

• Use signage to announce and advertise timing of road closures. 

• Maintain good communication with communities and residents regarding road delays, 
access, and special construction activities. 

 
Construction Mitigation Measures for Visual 
Mitigation for construction-related visual impacts could include: 
 
• Remove any unused detour pavement or signs. 
 
3.21  Indirect Impacts 

This section addresses the indirect impacts associated with the proposed improvements to US 
93.  Indirect impacts are those that are project-induced but occur later in time or are farther 
removed in distance. Indirect impacts as a result of improvements to US 93 are minimal and not 
all are adverse.  The lack of indirect impacts is due to the nature of the improvements (primarily 
for safety and design not capacity).  The project purpose is not to induce growth.  As a result of 
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the proposed improvements, travel on US 93 in the study area will become safer, more efficient 
and more convenient for residents, interstate commuters, and tourists alike.  Access to 
recreational resources in the area will be improved. 
 
The primary indirect impact would be to water quality and related resources from an increase in 
impervious surface area.  An additional 8 to 16 feet of pavement for shoulders as part of the 
proposed improvements result in an increase in impervious surface.  An increase in impervious 
surfaces (pavement) results in a loss of groundwater infiltration causing water to run off these 
impervious surfaces, carrying pollutants directly into project drainages.  An increase in 
impervious surface also has a cumulative impact on the areas water quality and aquatic 
resources.  The loss of a vegetation buffer between the road and the river and wetlands would 
make these resources more susceptible to roadway pollutants and runoff. 
 
The proposed project would not cause significant indirect impacts to resources in the study 
area.  No mitigation of indirect impacts is required as a result of the project. 
 
3.22  Cumulative Impacts 

A cumulative impact is “the impact on the environment which results from the incremental 
impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future 
actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other 
actions” (40 CFR 1508.7).  The cumulative impacts analysis takes into account the past, present 
and future actions, regardless of responsible party along with the proposed alternative to 
determine the impacts to the environment as a result of all of the actions.  The cumulative 
impacts primarily would result from growth already expected to occur in the County.  As 
discussed in previous sections, Ravalli County was one of the fastest growing counties in 
Montana with a 44 percent increase in population from the 1990 census to the 2000 census with 
most of the growth occurring in the urban areas north of the project.  This trend is expected to 
continue with an average growth rate of two percent per year according to the working draft 
(November 2002) of the Ravalli County Growth Policy.  This increase in population has brought 
about a change in land use over the past 30 years from predominately agricultural, open space 
and forestry uses to rural residential uses and to a smaller degree commercial and industrial 
uses.  The county is finalizing its new Growth Policy Plan that will help in guiding future 
development to be compatible with community goals. 
 
Due to the rural nature of Ravalli County and that currently less than two percent of the total 
area of the County is zoned, there are very few reasonably foreseeable projects identified in the 
study area.  The former and known projects in the area that have the potential to affect the 
Bitterroot River and its associated habitats (wetlands and riparian vegetation), wildlife safety, 
and aquatic resources (including bull trout) are: 
 
• Como Bridge (completed) 

• Darby-South F7-1 (36) 23—Reconstruct US 93 to 40 feet (completed) 

• Sula-North and South F 7-1 (NP) 9—Reconstruction US 93 (completed) 

• County Paving Program—Pave 12 miles of county road per year (on-going) 
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• East Fork Bitterroot River Bridge—Stevensville (completed) 

• Bitterroot River-North of Hamilton (NH 7-1(98) 49F)—Reconstruct US 93 and structure 
(March 2004) 

• Hamilton-North of Woodside (NH 7-1(86) 49F)—Reconstruct US 93 and structure 
(March 2005) 

• Victor-North of Stevensville (NH 7-1(88) 61F)—Reconstruct US 93 and structure  
(March 2006) 

• Main Street-Hamilton (STPS 531-1(6) 5)—Resurface (August 2005) 

• Skalkaho Cr-3 kilometers SE Grantsdale (BR 9041 (30))—Bridge replacement on MTS-531 
(September 2004) 

• Turah-Bell Crossing (BH 0002 (511))—D1 Scour protection (2003-2004) 

• D1 Scour Protection (BH 0002 (606))—2003 

• Access Management for US 93 N&S NH 0002(606) (Phase 1 ready date 2005) 

• Stevensville-Florence (NH 7-1(53) 59F)—G, GS, PMS 

• Hamilton-Silver Bridge (NH 7-1 (52) 49F)—Bitterroot River north of Hamilton, structure and 
approaches (2003-2004) 

• Florence East-BR-STPS 203-1(11) 10—Earliest ready date 2007 
 
These projects each involve reconstruction or improvement of already existing facilities and are 
not expected to induce any substantial changes in traffic patterns.  Several of the projects 
mentioned above will produce short term water quality impacts to waters currently supporting 
bull trout; however, improved hydraulic conveyance may actual improve stream conditions at 
each crossing. 
 
According to the Growth Policy subdivision approvals have gone up and down over the past 
decade.  There was a peak in 1995 with 14 major subdivisions and 100 minor subdivisions 
approved totaling 2,490 acres.  In 2001 there were six approvals for major subdivisions and 37 
for minor totaling 658 acres.  Housing starts reached a peak in 1994 at 501.  In 2001 the 
number of housing starts was 396, up 50 from 2000.  The Growth Policy states, “If current 
trends continue, the county will experience more development, primarily residential, in a 
scattered pattern.” 
 
In addition to discussions with County planners, the US Army Corps of Engineers, US Forest 
Service (USFS) and Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks were contacted for information on the 
number of permits issued on the Bitterroot and other projects in the study area.  Over the past 
decade over thirty 404 permits (nationwide, general and individual) have been issued by the 
Corps along US 93 between Conner and Sula.  The USFS has only routine maintenance 
projects and several salvage sales planned in the area. 
 
These proposed projects would cumulatively add to the impacts of the Conner N & S project (or 
vice versa).  Such impacts would be associated with decreased roadside habitat, increased 
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traffic speeds, possible increased traffic volumes, and increased activities during construction.  
Unmitigated, the cumulative effects of projects throughout the region would incrementally 
reduce the opportunity for successful long-range movements of grizzly bears, gray wolves, 
Canada lynx, and other wildlife.  Primary concerns relate to eventually impeding wildlife 
movement, to the point of isolating wildlife populations and eliminating vital genetic exchange.   
 
Cumulative effects to wildlife movement, habitat, and mortality resulting from construction of the 
Conner N & S project will be reduced by the implementation of several mitigation measures.  
These include maintaining the existing alignment, general minimization of vegetation clearing 
throughout the project and construction of wildlife benches at bridge ends.  These wildlife issues 
will be examined, and appropriate mitigation measures applied, relative to future projects as 
well.  Substantial cumulative effects to threatened and endangered species movement are not 
expected if the previously discussed conservation measures are applied and similar measures 
are applied to future projects.  MDT currently is involved in regional interagency planning efforts 
involving wildlife movement and habitat linkage issues. 
 
With respect to bull trout, the proposed projects in the Bitterroot corridor could cumulatively add 
to temporary sediment increases in the respective drainages; however, such temporary water 
quality impacts will be reduced by implementing standard best management practices for 
pollutant/sediment/erosion control during construction and through compliance with project-
specific conditions to be specified in MFWP Stream Protection Act and federal Section 404 
Clean Water Act permits required for these projects.  Substantial cumulative impacts relating to 
sediment generated from exposed cut slopes are not expected as long as such slopes are 
stabilized following construction.  Substantial cumulative impacts with respect to fish mortality 
and fish movement through culverts are not anticipated as long as appropriate construction 
timing constraints and fish passage issues are considered and appropriately addressed on 
future projects. 
 
Other cumulative/indirect impacts associated with the proposed action may result from 
increased human development in the general project area which could remove or degrade 
habitat and increase mortality risk to threatened and endangered species from illegal shooting, 
poisoning or other potentially lethal activities.  It is difficult to predict whether improved 
transportation and access would combine with other factors that influence growth and 
development to convert local agricultural and timberlands to residential and commercial 
development (see Section 3.1.2 for additional discussion of indirect effects related to the 
proposed action).  The above-listed proposed projects may increase pressure for growth and 
development.  If not properly planned, growth and development may, in turn, result in loss or 
degradation of wetlands, wildlife and fish habitat, and other biological resources. 
 
Over the next 20 years the increase in population and resulting development could adversely 
impact air and water quality, and natural and biological resources, including wildlife habitat and 
migration.  The past, present and future developments have and would continue to convert 
acres of land from a natural or rural state to a developed one.  Improvements to US 93 would 
not bring new growth into this area of the county nor contribute significantly to the degradation 
of area resources since the proposed improvements are not adding capacity to the roadway 
only making needed safety and design improvements to bring the facility up to current NHS 
standards. 
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The proposed project would not cause significant indirect or cumulative impacts to resources in 
the study area.  No mitigation of indirect or cumulative impacts is required as a result of the 
project.  Local planning jurisdictions can control many of the cumulative impacts through their 
land use and zoning plans and regulations.  The County’s new Growth Policy acknowledges the 
cumulative impacts that growth and development will have on the surrounding area and has 
identified ways in which to protect the natural environment.  These include minimizing the loss 
of farm and forested land, locating development in areas near roads, other infrastructure, and 
existing development, and protection of air and water quality and natural resources as 
development occurs. 
 
 
3.23  Summary of Impacts 

Resource No-Action Alternative Preferred Alternative 

Land Use • No conversion of land. 

• Direct conversion of 
undeveloped land to highway 
use will occur where right-of-
way or easements are acquired.  
Induced growth is not 
anticipated due to no capacity 
improvements. 

Farmland • No impacts. • No impacts. 

Social/Environmental 
Justice 

• No safety or travel 
improvements for 
traveling public. 

• As traffic volumes 
increase, emergency 
service response times 
would continue to 
increase. 

• Provisions for safer, more 
efficient and convenient travel 
to schools, recreation areas, 
businesses and churches.  No 
changes proposed affecting 
businesses or neighborhoods. 
Emergency response time 
improved.  No effect on long-
term population.  No environ-
mental justice impacts. 

Right-of-Way, Relocation 
& Utilities • No impacts. 

• Estimate of approximately 63 
acres of right-of-way and/or 
easements required.  No 
residential or business 
relocations.  Some utility 
relocation may be necessary. 

continued 
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Summary of Impacts (continued) 
 

Resource No-Action Alternative Preferred Alternative 

Economic 

• Existing and future 
safety problems not 
solved which could 
affect future business 
and tourist travel. 

• Short-term economic benefit 
from construction spending.  
Improved highway would 
provide safer travel for 
residents, interstate commuters, 
and tourists.  No effect on long-
term employment. 

Air Quality 
• Minimal long-term 

effects due to increase 
in traffic volumes. 

• Short-term effects due to 
construction operations.  
Improved traffic operations 
could reduce long-term air 
quality emissions. 

Noise 

• Noise levels will 
continue to increase on 
adjacent properties as 
traffic levels increase. 

• Representative category B 
receptors will not receive noise 
levels in excess of FHWA or 
MDT criteria.  Analysis docu-
ments a one to three decibel 
increase in future noise levels 
due to increase in future traffic. 

• Medicine Tree cultural site 
would exceed FHWA criteria for 
Category A. 

Water Resources & 
Quality 

• Continuation of fine 
sediments and salts 
entering waterway from 
winter roadway 
sanding. 

• Impacts resulting from 
construction and maintenance 
activities adversely affect water 
quality. 

• Avoidance and minimization 
measures incorporated to 
maintain or provide separation 
between US 93 and the East 
Fork Bitterroot River. 

• The bridge located at RP 18.1 
will be replaced. 

• Potential for two new bridges if 
oxbow meander reconnection 
occurs. 

• Fill-side walls are proposed. 
continued 
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Summary of Impacts (continued) 
 

Resource No-Action Alternative Preferred Alternative 

Water Resources & 
Quality (continued)  

• The bridge design effort will 
investigate different approaches 
to developing the final structure 
through a process that will 
address environmental 
concerns, recreational floater 
activity, cost and feasibility.   

• The process will seek a 
practicable solution, defining the 
term in the language of Section 
404 (b)(1) guidelines (23 CFR 
Part 777): "...available and 
capable of being done after 
taking into consideration cost, 
existing technology, and 
logistics, in light of overall 
project purposes." 

Permits Required • None required. • Permits required. 

Wetlands • No impacts. 

• Approximately 6 acres 
estimated impacts.  Avoidance 
and minimization measures 
incorporated. 

Terrestrial Biological 
Resources 

• No impacts to 
vegetation, wildlife or 
species of special 
concern. 

• Increases in traffic 
volumes can affect 
wildlife mortality. 

• Loss of vegetation. 

• Exposed soils may be prone to 
invasion of noxious weeds. 

• No impacts to sensitive species. 

• Potential habitat fragmentation 
due to wider pavement area. 

• Fill-side walls and cut-slope 
redirect wildlife movements 
around these difficult obstacles. 

• Construction-related wildlife 
mortality. 

continued 
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Summary of Impacts (continued) 
 

Resource No-Action Alternative Preferred Alternative 

Aquatic Resources 

• No new impacts to 
fisheries or species of 
special concern. 

• On-going road 
maintenance will 
continue to occur in 
close proximity to the 
river. 

• Avoidance and minimization 
measures incorporated.  
Impacts primarily from bridge 
demolition, new bridge 
construction, culvert 
replacement and fill-side wall 
construction. 

• Temporary increase in erosion 
potential. 

Floodplain • No impacts. 

• Some impacts to East Fork 
Bitterroot River floodplain. 

• Minimal increase in 100-year 
flood surface elevation and will 
comply with Ravalli County 
Floodplain Regulations. 

• Avoidance and minimization 
measures incorporated. 

Threatened/Endangered 
Species 

• No impacts other than 
increase in future traffic 
volumes can affect 
wildlife mortality. 

• Grizzly Bear-no affect. 
• Bald eagle, Gray wolf, Canada 

lynx-may affect, not likely to 
adversely affect. 

• Bull trout-may affect, likely to 
adversely affect. 

• Bull trout critical habitat-likely 
to adversely affect. 

• Avoidance and minimization 
measures incorporated. 

Cultural Resources • No impacts. 

• No effect to Whitesell Irrigation 
Ditch Flume. 

• No effect to Joe’s Bitterroot 
Ranch. 

• No effect to the Medicine Tree 
site. 

• Avoidance and minimization 
measures incorporated.  No 
Section 4(f) impacts. 

Hazardous Waste Sites • No impacts. • No impacts. 
continued 
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Summary of Impacts (continued) 
 

Resource No-Action Alternative Preferred Alternative 

Visual Resources • No impacts. 
• Visual impacts identified from 

cut slopes, loss of vegetation, 
fill-side walls, guardrail, and 
additional pavement. 

Parks & Recreation 
• No impacts. Narrow 

shoulders will be 
perpetuated. 

• No impact to 4(f) or 6(f) or parks 
and recreational resources.  
Wider shoulders improve riding 
conditions for bicyclists and 
pedestrians. 

Construction • No impacts. 

• Construction impacts to be 
compliant with construction 
management plans and 
regulations in place. 

• Traffic will be maintained but 
some traffic delays are 
expected. 

• Local access will be maintained.  
Stockpiles are expected. 

• Stormwater NPDES 
management plan required. 
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3.24  Summary of Mitigation 

Resource Preferred Alternative 
Land Use • None required. 

Farmland • None required. 

Social • None required 

Right-of-Way, Relocation & 
Utilities 

• All right-of-way acquisition will be in accordance with the 
Uniform Relocation Assistance and Real Property Acquisition 
Policies Act of 1970. 

• Minimize width of temporary construction permits in wetland 
and stream areas. 

Economic • None required. 

Air Quality • BMPs implemented to control dust. 

Noise 

• No mitigation required. 

• Privacy wall will be provided at the Medicine Tree site, which 
will provide privacy and some sound attenuation from 
highway generated noise. 

Water Resources & Quality 

• Application of MDT’s BMPs for contractors regarding water 
quality and stormwater runoff will provide for minimization of 
impacts to water resources. 

• A Stormwater Pollution Plan (SWPPP) employing Best 
Management Practices for controlling erosion and sediment 
transport will be implemented throughout the project. 

• Revegetation of disturbed slopes to minimize sedimentation 
and restore aquatic habitat. 

• BMPs implemented to control stormwater runoff. 

• Any restrictions on work near streams or in wetlands will be 
specified as terms of water-related permits obtained from the 
MDEQ, MFWP, and the Corps. 

• Proposal to reactivate an oxbow meander is being 
coordinated with landowners. 

continued 



 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
 

PAGE 3-70 

Summary of Mitigation (continued) 
 

Resource Preferred Alternative 

Wetlands 

• On-site replacement opportunities:  restoration or creation. 

• MDT will excavate selected slopes adjacent to the East Fork 
Bitterroot River beyond normal cut/fill slopes on the upland 
fringe to create floodplain benches and potential wetland 
buffers where the benefit to do so is cost effective. 

• Camp Creek wetland site. 

• Potential oxbow meander reconnection would allow wetland 
creation/restoration. 

Terrestrial Biological 
Resources 

• Revegetate disturbed areas as soon as practicable following 
disturbance. 

• Survey for sensitive species prior to construction. 
• With the exception of temporary clearing that may be required 

for culvert placement and relocation of utilities, clearing and 
grubbing will be confined to the construction limits (i.e., within 
the cut/fill limits).  Clearing beyond defined construction limits 
will be kept to the minimum necessary for the completion of 
the project.  Any temporary clearing necessary for culvert 
placement outside the construction limits or temporary 
facilities will be kept to the smallest area possible and 
reclaimed with desirable vegetation as soon as practicable. 

• Power wash equipment to avoid/minimize spreading weeds 
and whirling disease. 

• Prepare weed management plan. 
• MDT will investigate the opportunity to incorporate benches 

underneath the bridge ends that would allow for terrestrial 
wildlife to pass underneath the structures throughout the year 
except perhaps during extremely high runoff events. 

• Implement wildlife culvert crossings at specific locations. 
• To provide a source of water to keep animals from crossing 

the road Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks suggests 
construction of an artificial watering hole north of the Medicine 
Tree on the east side of the highway to minimize animal 
movement across the highway.  MDT will do a 
geotechnical/hydrological investigation to determine the 
feasibility of the watering hole and has initiated coordination 
for a cooperative maintenance arrangement with local interest 
groups. 

continued 
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Summary of Mitigation (continued) 
 

Resource Preferred Alternative 

Aquatic Resources 

• A Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) employing 
Best Management Practices for controlling erosion and 
sediment transport will be implemented throughout the 
project. 

• Development of a revegetation plan, erosion control plan, and 
stormwater pollution prevention plans will be coordinated with 
appropriate permitting and resources agencies. 

• Any restrictions on work near streams or in wetlands will be 
specified as terms of water-related permits obtained from the 
MDEQ, MFWP, and the Corps. 

The MDT standard specifications require that the contractor must, 
unless specifically permitted to do otherwise: 

• Not spill or dump material from equipment into streams or 
associated wetlands. 

• Not permit wash water from cleaning concrete related 
equipment or wet concrete to enter streams, riparian areas, or 
wetlands. 

• Not place fill or embankment material into streams, 
streambeds, riparian areas, or wetlands. 

• Store and handle petroleum products, chemical, cement, and 
other deleterious materials in a manner that prevents their 
entry into streams and associated wetlands. 

• Provide sediment controls for drainage from topsoil stockpiles, 
staging areas, access roads, channel changes, and instream 
excavations. 

• Reclaim streambeds and streambanks as closely as possible 
to their pre-construction condition. 

• Any equipment that would ultimately come in contact with the 
water should be steam-cleaned prior to and after completion 
of the project to help prevent the spread of whirling disease to 
other potential waters. 

Floodplain 
• Revegetate disturbed floodplain areas. 

• Coordinate with Ravalli County Floodplain Administrator. 
continued 
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Summary of Mitigation (continued) 
 

Resource Preferred Alternative 

Threatened/Endangered 
Species 

Bald Eagle 
• Confirm bald eagle nest status prior to construction. 
• Survey construction-related activity areas for potential 

threatened and endangered and sensitive specie 
habitat/occurrence. 

• Raptor-proof any relocated overhead utility lines. 

Bull Trout 
• With respect to the clear zone, no clearing of woody 

vegetation will occur within the riparian zone along study area 
streams beyond the area absolutely necessary for safety or 
construction of the new roadway. 

• Any restrictions on work near streams or in wetlands will be 
specified as terms of water-related permits obtained from the 
MDEQ, MFWP, and the Corps. 

• Removed culverts, guardrail, and other will not be stockpiled 
in or adjacent to wetland or stream areas. 

• To minimize sedimentation as well as construction hardship, it 
is recommended that, if possible, construction in and adjacent 
to wetlands and streams be timed for these sites to be as 
“dry” as possible during construction. 

• Construction equipment operating in wetlands will be limited 
to that which is needed to perform the necessary work. 

• Width of temporary construction easements will be minimized 
to the extent possible in wetland and stream areas. 

• Disturbed wetland and streamside areas will be revegetated 
with desirable material as soon as practicable. 

Gray Wolf and Canada Lynx 
• With the exception of temporary clearing that may be required 

for culvert placement and relocation of utilities, clearing and 
grubbing will be confined to the construction limits (i.e., within 
the cut/fill limits).  Clearing beyond defined construction limits 
will be kept to the minimum necessary for the completion of 
the project.  Any temporary clearing necessary for culvert 
placement outside the construction limits or temporary 
facilities will be kept to the smallest area possible and 
reclaimed with desirable vegetation as soon as practicable. 

continued 
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Summary of Mitigation (continued) 
 

Resource Preferred Alternative 

Cultural Resources 

• If unrecorded cultural material is encountered during 
construction, the construction activity will cease and the MDT 
archaeologist will assess the find. 

• Terms and conditions of the draft MOA between MDT and 
the CSKT will be adhered to during construction. 

Hazardous Waste Sites 

• Hazardous materials, including fuel and lubricating oils will 
not be stored and construction equipment will not be fueled 
within 50 feet from the highest anticipated water level (MDT 
Standard Specification 208.03.04) or as identified as part of 
permit conditions, whichever is more restrictive. 

Visual Resources • None required. 
Parks & Recreation • None required. 

Construction 

The following steps will be taken to prevent the violation of water 
quality standards in waterways crossed by and adjacent to the 
study area: 
• Implement temporary and permanent Best Management 

Practices (BMPs) for erosion and sediment control and 
drainage way protection as required by local and state 
permitting requirements.  Appropriate measures will be 
employed to prevent sediments from reaching the area 
surface waters or wetlands.  These may include surface 
roughening, mulching, revegetation, and interim ground 
stabilization of roads and soil stockpiles, as well as 
implementation of planned drainages such as detention 
basins to capture sediment sand runoff, vehicle tracking, 
slope-length and runoff considerations, slope diversions and 
dikes, swales, sediment barriers, straw bales, and silt fences.  
For drainage way protection, these may include waterway 
crossing practices, temporary crossings, and diversions, 
stability practices, conveyance controls, and outlet and inlet 
protection measures. 

• The design for the proposed highway improvements project 
will be developed to avoid or minimize encroachment into 
wetlands and floodplain areas. 

• MDT will seek to mitigate unavoidable wetland impacts in the 
immediate vicinity of this proposed project. 

• A Stormwater Pollution Plan (SWPPP) employing Best 
Management Practices for controlling erosion and sediment 
transport will be implemented throughout the project. 

continued 
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Summary of Mitigation (continued) 
 

Resource Preferred Alternative 

Construction (cont’d.) 

• Control construction wastewater. 

• The contractor will be required to have a plan for 
implementing appropriate measures in the event of an 
accidental spill. 

• Suppress dust through watering or dust palliative.  

• Maintain access to local businesses and residences. 

• Coordinate with emergency service providers to minimize 
delays and ensure access to properties. 

• Use signage to announce and advertise timing of road 
closures. 

• Remove any unused detour pavement or signs. 
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4.0  CONSULTATION, COORDINATION, AND ISSUES 

This chapter identifies agencies participating in preparation of the EA. This chapter discusses 
agency scoping and public involvement, which guided development of issues and alternatives. It 
identifies agencies, and individuals.  Appendix A includes project correspondence. 
 
4.1  Agencies with Jurisdiction and/or Permits Required  

Letters concerning specific environmental issues were received and are included in Appendix A. 
 
The Conner North and South project has included coordination with regional, state, and federal 
agencies. 
 
• U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
• U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
• U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency 
• U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
• U.S. Department of Agriculture, Natural Resource Conservation Service 
• U.S. Forest Service 
• Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
• Montana Department of Environmental Quality 
• State Historic Preservation Officer 
• Ravalli County 
• Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribe 
 
No formal cooperating agency agreements were made for this project. 
 
MDT held a meeting on October 24, 2002 with representatives of the federal and state agencies 
that have jurisdiction or require permits to discuss the preliminary project design and potential 
avoidance and minimization measures related to impacts to the East Fork Bitterroot river and 
associated floodplain and riparian vegetation. Other issues discussed were related to water 
quality and the ESA-protected bull trout. Input received and decisions made at the meeting will 
allow more of these issues to be incorporated during the NEPA phase of the project and provide 
for a better-coordinated permitting process. 
 
4.2  Others Agencies, Groups, or Persons Contacted or Contributing 

Information 

The Conner North and South project has included coordination with the following agencies and 
interested parties. 
 
• Montana Natural Heritage Program 
• Montana Rivers Information System (now referred to as MFISH) 
• Bitterroot Valley Chamber of Commerce Office 
• Ravalli County Commissioners 
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• Rocky Knob Lodge owner 
• Bitterroot Wildlife Focus 
• Project landowners 
 
4.3  Coordination and Public Involvement  

Previous coordination on the project occurred in relation to the Environmental Assessment (EA) 
prepared for the project in December of 1995.  Two previous meetings were held during this 
initial EA preparation.  The first was an information meeting and was held in November of 1989.  
The second meeting was a public hearing held for the EA in January of 1996.  Other meetings 
with agencies and the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes were held during the 
development of alternatives.  This input was used in identification of the Preferred Alternative.  
Tribal coordination was key to creation and identification of Alternative E as the Preferred 
Alternative in the 1995 Environmental Assessment. 
 
Since the delay in the project and identification of Alignment D as the Preferred Alternative due 
to lack of public support for Alternative E, an extensive amount of public and agency 
coordination has occurred throughout all phases of the planning and design process for the US 
93 improvements.  Public coordination has involved meeting with citizens, property owners, 
businesses, and local officials.  These meeting involved telecommunications, written 
communications, meetings with small groups, and public meetings. 
 
Agency coordination has been ongoing since the beginning of the project.  Staff meetings have 
been held with the planning and engineering departments of the jurisdictions along the US 93 
corridor.  Field meetings have also been held with resource agencies to determine the best 
design features that reduce impacts to biological resources.   
 
Mailing List.  The project team maintains a Conner North and South project mailing list. The 
mailing list has been developed as people have signed in at the public meetings, written letters, 
and contacted the project staff. 
 
Newsletters. 
• Newsletter #1, created and mailed in November 2000, provided an introduction to the 

project including a project map, an outline of the public involvement and environmental 
processes, issues to be addressed in the environmental assessment, project contacts, and 
notification of the first public scoping meeting. 

• Newsletter #2, mailed in January 2003, provided a project update of design issues and 
proposed schedule. 

 
Public Meetings.  One public open-house meeting was held to provide information to the public 
and get feedback on the project.  This meeting was held on December 7, 2000 from 5:30 to 8:00 
p.m.  Forty-one people attended the meeting.  Topics included on display were:  project 
introduction, build alternative, roadway needs, environmental considerations, Medicine Tree 
issues, and comments received to date. 
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Landowner Coordination.  Information related to the proposal to reconnect a river meander 
was sent to potentially affected landowners and also discussed at a meeting held on February 
27, 2003.  A transcript was made of the meeting’s presentation and discussion.  It is included in 
Appendix B.  A copy of the transcript was mailed to all potentially affected landowners. 

 
NEPA/MEPA Coordination. This EA evaluates environmental effects of the proposed action in 
compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and Montana Environmental 
Policy Act (MEPA).  In accordance with state and federal regulations for public involvement 
(ARM 18.2.240 and 23 CFR 771.111, respectively), this EA will be available for review by the 
public and responsible agencies. A Notice of Availability of the EA and the planned date for the 
Public Hearing will be announced in local papers at least 14 days in advance of the hearing.  
This announcement will also be mailed to people on the project mailing list.   
 
At the Public Hearing, the general public will be given the opportunity to provide official 
comment on the project.  Oral and written comments, to be included as an official part of the 
record, will be accepted for 30 days following the Notice of Availability.  MDT will review all 
written and oral comments received at the hearing or written comments received during the 
review period.  MDT will prepare responses to all substantive comments.  If no significant 
impacts are found, MDT will prepare a decision document Finding of No Significant Impact 
(FONSI).  If significant impacts are identified, MDT and FHWA will consider preparing an 
environmental impact statement (EIS). 
 
4.3.1  CONSULTATION WITH THE CONFEDERATED SALISH AND KOOTENAI TRIBES 

A draft memorandum of agreement (MOA) was developed by the MDT, FHWA and 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes (CSKT) to address issues related to the proposed 
action, specifically related to the Medicine Tree cultural site. 
 
4.3.2  PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT AND ISSUES 

The following list represents comments received at the public information meeting held on 
December 7, 2000. 
 
1. Road is unsafe with no shoulders and guardrail, especially is steep sections. 

2. No places to go if an accident or mechanical problems occurs. 

3. The Conner cut-off approach is difficult to see from both the south and north and at night or 
in the daylight. 

4. The Dixon Creek Bridge has a safety issue with ingress and egress.  May need turn lane 
added. 

5. Will there be any new public fishing access sites developed? 

6. How wide will the shoulders be and where will guardrails be located? 

7. A 4-lane road should be built all the way so that it won’t need to be done in the future. 

8. The Medicine Tree Bridge is unsafe.  Are there plans to replace it? 
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9. How much right-of-way will be taken and where?  What is the process? 

10. On the curve between 440 and 450, there have been several accidents with people going 
in the river.  MDT might consider straightening that area out and adding a retaining wall for 
safety and site distance. 

11. How many passing lanes will there be?  Will they be three lanes or four lanes?  Three 
lanes are preferred. 

12. When a road is designed, how far into the future is it designed for and what is the expected 
capacity? 

13. Does the project go as far south as the big horn sheep herd?  Possible impacts may occur 
with increased traffic. 

14. As speed increases on the road, what will happen to wildlife?  Measures should be taken 
to reduce wildlife kills such as signage in specific crossing areas. 

15. If a shoulder is added, will this be encouragement for people to stop and take pictures of 
wildlife? 

16. Where are the bike lanes located and how far do they go? 

17. No bicycles should be allowed on roadway. 

18. How many bicyclists use the road?  Need an extra four to five feet just for bicycle lane. 

19. Can we designate this as a scenic highway? 

20. What is done with the easement areas?  Are they reseeded? 

21. What will happen with utilities within the study area?  

22. Can the integrity of the river be maintained? 

23. What are the impacts to the river and how much will be Gabion wall? 

24. How do you define a wetland? 

25. In the consideration of the highway construction, which has stronger precedence—moving 
away from a wetland toward the river or vice-versa? 

26. When would condemnation take place? 

27. What is the project schedule beginning to end? 

28. What are construction impacts to business access? 

29. Is the Lewis & Clark celebration going to cause traffic problems during construction? 

30. Will there be noise impacts from trees being cut down in front of homes? 

31. How close can a residence be to a highway? 

32. What are the growth forecasts for the project and how will that impact traffic? 

33. Is the federal government obligated to upgrade the highway? 

34. There have been many hardships in the area due to the fires and this will only cause 
additional hardships by inviting more traffic. 



 
 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
 

PAGE 4-5 

35. Can some of the funds go towards public transportation such as a bus route during ski 
season? 
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Appendix A:  
Agency Coordination Letters 
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Appendix B:  
Meeting Transcripts 



 








































































































