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   Fire Recovery  

  By Reba Ahlgren 

The Roundup NRCS Field Office, 
through its Environmental Quality Incen-
tives Program (EQIP), was able to as-
sist landowners in reseeding critical ar-
eas burned by the 2012 Dahl Fire.  The 
focus was on heavily timbered areas 
where the fire burned at a high intensity 
and the chance of timely natural re-
vegetation was slim.   A total of 1,384 
acres were seeded to native species in 
mid-December.  The seed mix was a 
combination of Slender, Bluebunch, and 
Thickspike Wheatgrasses, Big Blue-
grass, Orchardgrass and Green Needle.  
Central Air Service, Inc. out of Lewis-
town, MT aerially applied the seed using 
a helicopter.  NRCS office crew assisted 
in filling the bucket with seed, around 
500 pounds at a time, and then did a 
field check to verify correct location and 
seeding rates.  The seeding rate was 
about 11 pounds of seed mix per acre.  There was some snow on the ground 
when the seed was applied.  This snow cover, and the freeze-thaw process that 
occurs through the winter, will insure better seed soil contact, and more suc-
cessful germination in the spring. 

 A second round of funding for fire 
recovery became available late in 2012.  
The NRCS office is currently working with 
15 participants to seed another 5,980 
acres.  These participants were affected by 
the Dahl, Delphia and Wilson fires.  A simi-
lar seed mix is going to be used with plans 
of applying the seed in mid-February if 
weather conditions allow.  Studies of past 
seedings have shown that dormant seed-
ings between Dec. 1 and March 1, immedi-
ately following a fire, have been most suc-
cessful.  Monitoring of seeding sites will be 
conducted over the next few years by the 
NRCS.   
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COOPERATIOR OF THE YEAR 

HORPESTAD RANCH 

 Every year, Lower Musselshell Conservation 
District awards a Cooperator of the Year Plaque to the 
person who has done the most in our district to imple-
ment good conservation practices.  For the year 2012, 
Horpestad Ranch was chosen.   
 Fred grew up in the Lavina area.  He started 
working for his parents at an early age.  When the rail-
road came through in the early 1900s, Lavina was 
moved a mile east to its present location.  His parents’ 
ranch was located where “Old Lavina” had been.  In 
1955, Fred married Faye Stanisha, a local girl, and 
they had three children; Sandy, Tom and Patty.  Fred 
continued to work with his parents, and he also leased 
his In-law’s ranch in 1961.  He purchased his first land 
in 1970 from a neighbor, and in the next few years, 
built a house on a hill, north of the river.  Fred pur-
chased the Woman’s Pocket unit in 1973, and in 1974 
bought his parent’s home ranch .   Fred and Faye have been part of the Lavina community all of their lives. 
 He runs a cow/calf operation and raises hay.  He retains the heifers and has established an AI pro-
gram.  The steer calves are held in a custom feed yard, and are either fattened or sold as yearlings.   Fred 
has two hired men to help him run his ranching operation.  His son, Tom, runs Horpestad Farms, a dryland 
farming operation north of Lavina.  Fred’s daughter, Sandy, is married, and presently lives in Indonesia, 
where her husband works for an oil company.  His other daughter, Patty, lives and ranches in Circle with 
her husband. 
 Since 2009 Horpestad Ranch has been working with NRCS in developing and applying a conserva-
tion plan for two of the Ranch’s units.  The conservation plan addresses all of the resource concerns found 
for rangeland health and sage grouse habitat.  These two units are located within Core Area 4, an Agency 
wide focus area for Sage grouse habitat.  The grazing rotation includes a 15 month grazing rest of 20% of 
sage grouse nesting habitat each year.  It also meets the principle of utilizing 50% of current year’s growth, 
while matching the animal needs to the forage available.  The rotation also changes the season of use of 
each pasture year to year.     
 Smaller pasture sizes and additional water tanks have increased the grazing intensity while short-
ening the grazing duration in each pasture.  This type of grazing allows for better livestock distribution, 
more even utilization, and increases plant recovery time.  Targeting the timing and intensity of grazing is 
the basis for achieving the Ranch’s goals. 
 2013 will be the third year following the prescribed grazing rotation.  Monitoring sites have been set 
up and will continue to be evaluated annually.  Monitoring will track the progress of the grazing system to 
insure the ranch goals are being met, or if any tweaks are needed.   Horpestad Ranch has made a lot of 
improvements and is deserving of recognition for their conservation efforts. 

NRCS offers an array of Conservation Programs to help meet your resource concerns.  
EQIP -  Environmental Quality Incentive Program, has a continuous signup, with June 
1st the cut-off date for the following year.  CSP - Conservation Stewardship Program, 
has a continuous signup, with cut-off dates periodically announced.  GRP - Grasslands 
Reserve Program also has a continuous signup, with cut-off dates periodically an-
nounced.  This program is for sagebrush grasslands.  For more information on specific 
programs, please stop by the office at 109 Railroad Ave East. 

Fred and Faye Horpestad, of Horpestad Ranch 
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It is time to order your trees and shrubs from Lower Musselshell Conservation District.  
We are accepting orders now through March of 2013.  The sooner your order is placed, 
the more likely you will get what you want.  Availability is on a first come basis.  We 
place your orders with Lincoln Oakes when we receive them.  Call or come in and pick 
up an order form, or go on line to www.lincolnoakes.com to get an order form and see 
pictures.  The plants come in bundles of 25 (3’ and shorter) or 10 (taller than 3’).  If you 
don’t need 10 or 25 of a specific species, find a friend that can share your order.  Deliv-
ery will be in late April or early May to the LMCD office, to save shipping and handling 
costs.  Plants can be used to stabilize banks, develop wildlife habitat, provide wind-
breaks and shelter, landscape the yard, or re-establish after a fire.  You can get fruit 
bearing and flower bearing plants, both trees and shrubs, that will attract birds and wild-
life.  The plants are developed for hard winter areas and come in all shapes and sizes.  
If you have questions about trees, or would like an order form, please contact Donna at 
406-323-2103 ext 101 or email donna.pedrazzi@mt.nacdnet.net.  
You can also visit the website lincolnoakes.com Buffaloberry 

Prairie Sky 
Poplar 

Ponderosa 
Pine 

ORDER TREES FOR SPRING PLANTING 

AMERICORPS MEMBER 

 David Stout is an AmeriCorps member working with the Big Sky Watershed Corps and assisting the 
Lower Musselshell Conservation District. The Big Sky Watershed Corps is a program that promotes water-
shed health, awareness, and stewardship throughout Montana. The program is the product of a combined ef-
fort of the Montana Conservation Corps, Montana Association of Conservation Districts, and the Montana 
Watershed Coordination Council.  

 David originally hails from northern Illinois where he worked in 
conservation and ecological restoration before answering the call of the 
west. Throughout the year he will be working with local producers and 
agencies to expand water quality monitoring efforts along the Mussel-
shell River, conducting baseline groundwater quality testing for coalbed 
methane protection, addressing the perpetual problem of noxious 
weeds and invasive species such as saltcedar, and helping with what-
ever the district can throw his way. He will also be assisting the Mussel-
shell Watershed Coalition in the creation of a participatory water use 
plan that will use the valuable input of local people to ensure practical 
and sustainable outcomes for water users.  

 He has already put himself to work creating a new website for 
the conservation district that can be found at:  
lmcdistrict.wordpress.com. This winter edition of the newsletter can be 
found at the new website now! 
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Society for Range Management Wildfire Symposium Review (Held Dec. 5 & 6, 2012 in Miles City) 
 By Danny Pratt 
 
 The Society for Range Management’s Wildfire Symposium was well attended by land management agency em-
ployees, farm and ranch managers.  A variety of topics were covered that ranged from the history of fire in the west and 
scientific research to producer’s experiences with fire in years past and in 2012.  The most engaging presentations came 
from the producers that shared their experiences with the fires of 2012 and how they dealt with the aftermath.   
 Morgan Russell, a PhD candidate working at the Fort Keogh ARS station, began the conference by giving an 
overview on the history of fire in the west.  She did a great job and sited the journals of several explorers in her presen-
tation.  Her PhD research is on bud re-sprout of native grasses after wildfire so she was able to share her thoughts on 
historic and present fire return intervals and how they influence native grass species.  Ms. Russell also broached the 
topic of ponderosa pine encroachment and how pine responds to wildfire.  She also shared her hypothesis that wildfires 
benefit native grasses and make them more competitive with Japanese brome and cheatgrass brome.  
 Next, Brad Sauer and Doug McRae, both ranchers, shared their experiences related to the Ash Creek fire com-
plex.  Mr. Sauer was formerly a fire management specialist with the BLM in Miles City and displayed a series of photos 
showing the fire effects on the McKay Ranch, which he now operates.  He observed that there were more gopher hills 
uncovered by the fire than he thought there would be and that previously farmed spots were more evident.  Brad has to 
install an extensive amount of fence on his ranch and he is going to make sure and clear the timber on his side of the 
fence to make maintenance easier and to form a firebreak to help control future fires.  Another interesting tidbit is that 
he is going to re-install using wood fence posts rather than metal ones.  He didn’t experience any cattle losses during the 
fire, which he thinks is due to his wooden fences burning down and allowing his cattle to escape.  In the fire’s after-
math, Brad found that his cattle were eating yucca, lichen was prevalent, roads damaged by heavy traffic and erosion 
needed repair, miles of fire line needed reclamation, and several hay yards needed to be repaired and filled.  In closing, 
Brad spoke about the efforts of ranchers to control the fire and that after looking back on the event there were several 
times where they should have gone home and saved those things that are harder to replace.   
 Doug McRae shared his different perspective next.  Doug lost 187 cows and 89 calves in the fire and lots of his 
infrastructure was damaged or destroyed.  Several rubber tire tanks burnt up, plastic pipe risers melted, and miles of 
fence burnt down.  The magnitude of the fire and the associated losses made him feel very inadequate.  The most devas-
tating losses were the cattle deaths that occurred during the fire and after the fire when cows and calves died from their 
burns.      
 In the afternoon, various agencies shared their own 2012 wildfire assessments and how they would respond.  
BLM, Forest Service, and NRCS presented and fielded questions from the audience.  After the agency specific presen-
tations, the representing employees formed a panel and fielded general producer questions.  The Forest Service received 
many questions about how they were going to proceed with timber harvests and thinning in light of the 2012 wildfire 
season.  The general sentiment from the producers in the audience was that they wanted to know what agencies were 
going to do in the future to prevent these kinds of catastrophic wildfires. 
 Following the presentations from the agencies, Jeff Okerman and George Hammond shared their experiences in 
dealing with the past fires on their ranches.  Much of their presentations related to the presentations of Doug McRae and 
Brad Sauer although they did share many good stories about the response of their native rangelands to the previous 
fires.  Their rangeland recovered well and they didn’t have any new noxious weed problems after the fire.  This was due 
to quick reclamation efforts on their part that emphasized an attention to detail.  It was an important message to those 
affected by this year’s fires that not all is lost after wildfires affect rangelands and that the future can still be bright. 
 Thursday morning started with Dr. Lance Vermeire presenting his research on the effects of fire in native range-
land ecosystems.  He shared that it takes between 20 seconds and 2.5 minutes of sustained heat to kill most of Mon-
tana’s native range grasses.  The maximum temperature felt by a plant during a fire doesn’t determine whether it lives 
or dies.  Dr. Vermeire’s research also showed that production after a wildfire was influenced the most by the weather.  
One example is that a rangelands burned during a drought year will be less productive than rangelands burned during a 
wet or normal year in years following a fire.  With weather being the influential factor in range production, his research 
seems to show that wildfire affects grasses much like severe grazing does.  
 Dr. Clayton Marlow shared his research done on a coulee in southeastern Montana after a prescribed burn. His 
research showed that areas with >60% bare ground were more likely to erode than areas with <35% bare ground.  If the 
amount of bare ground is between 35% and 60% then erosion isn’t as predictable.  Another interesting finding was that 
it takes 2 years before erosion levels go back to the pre-fire levels.                             Continued to the right -------->>>  
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The Ladder of Fuel: 
A  Short History of Ponderosa Pine in the Bull Mountains 

by David Stout 

 Wildfires will happen. This is one of nature’s laws. If you were to inspect the trees around your property you would 
likely find at least one with a lightning scar slashing its trunk. The bolt of electricity burns the living material off of the tree 
and leaves a wedge shaped scar near the trunk. Sometimes you can even see the charred bark and boiled pitch of the tree 
dripping ominously down the scar. Now imagine that tree growing right next to your deck. When the moisture inside the tree 
is abundant, a tree can survive a lighting strike without burning, but there are times of the year when all living things want 
for moisture, and summer lightning sparks a fire. Wildfires will happen, but there are ways to prevent them from turning 
into catastrophes. 

 Before European settlers came to the Bull Mountains and the Mussel-
shell River area, it is estimated that wildfires ripped through Ponderosa pine 
uplands about once every seven years. How was it that we found mature 
stands of trees in abundance when we came here then? The answer lies in the 
structure and composition of our area’s woodlands that had adapted over cen-
turies to survive disturbance by fire. Frequent cycles of fire kept smaller, 
weedier trees suppressed and allowed larger, mature trees with thicker bark 
to survive. This meant there was a smaller fuel load, or amount of flammable 
material, in the event of a wildfire. As trees mature they tend to shed lower 
branches that are no longer exposed to light. This is why as a pine tree nears 
the end of its life you can see that its green branches are mostly a dozen or so 
feet off the ground. With less fuel on the ground and with larger trees pro-
tected by thicker bark and higher branches, the fires that ran through the 
mountains tended to be lower-intensity fires that spared stands of large trees. 
Jumping from tuft to tuft of native blue bunchgrass or yarrow the flames recy-
cled essential nutrients back into the ground and left trees in stands that 

were healthier yet fairly sparse. Chance and conditions spared new generations of Ponderosa pine, which then took the place 
of dying trees. 
 Around the Bull Mountains nowadays our picture of the forest is very different. If you look at the great majority of our 
Ponderosa pine forests you will find thick, decadent, and ultimately dangerous growth – a heavy fuel load. Pines grow in very 
close proximity to each other with junipers and dead fall littering the forest floor. Sometimes native grasses are absent due to 
lack of available light. Because trees are clumped so tightly together, they have less available nutrients and moisture, and the 
result is a stand of less-healthy and drier trees. When a pine has the moisture it needs it can circulate sap readily throughout 
its various branches and bark, pushing out insect invaders and keeping the tree healthy and – most importantly – moist. 
When a drier tree receives a summer lightning strike it ignites, and fire spreads quickly to nearby trees, becoming a high-
intensity, catastrophic wildfire. 
 Think about a forest as having layers that can be climbed like the rungs of a ladder. The first rung that fire can climb 
in a forest is right on the floor. In a healthy forest with open spaces and enough light reaching the ground, you will see 
bunches of grasses with deep roots extending into the ground. When it rains these plants slow the water running over the 
ground enough to allow a good portion of it to infiltrate, moisten, and prevent soils from eroding. The deep roots of native 
plants also access water sources during droughts, helping to ensure the exchange of water between forest soil layers during 
dry periods. This also has the added effect of protecting grasses against forces like fire. Since these plants keep upwards of 
90% of their living matter underground, a fire usually spares, and in many cases rejuvenates them. In thick, dense, and deca-
dent forest stands typical of the Bull Mts. the earth tends to be barren of grasses, littered with dead branches, and susceptible 
to scarring burns and erosion.  

Following these research presentations, DNRC, Forest Service, and BLM shared what programs are available to help 
with managing fuel loads and preventing catastrophic wildfires.  Chris Pileski presented on the benefits of pre-
commercial thinning ponderosa pine stands and some available grant monies that DNRC had available.  Both the Forest 
Service and BLM shared the management that they used on their ground to control fuel loads and how these activities 
could benefit private landowners. 
 The entire symposium was a success with science and management based presentations that applied to a wide 
variety of people that are involved in natural resources.  In between formal presentations, informal discussions on the 
role of wildfires in Montana filled in any gaps.  This summer a tour of the Ash Creek fire complex is being organized to 
facilitate further discussion and learning on this topic.  

Wildfire Symposium, continued from page 4. 

An example of the open nature of a ponderosa pine /blue-
bunch wheatgrass woodland. (C) MTNHP, Bonnie Heidel 

Continued on page 7. 

http://mtnhp.org/ecology/Guide_Report.asp?elcode=CEGL000865�
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Quarterly Report, Musselshell Watershed Coalition, January, 2013 

 Irrigation along the Musselshell River during the 2012 season suffered from near-record 
drought conditions.  The three reservoirs in the basin (Bair, Martinsdale, Deadman's Basin) began 
the season at  or near full pool, but lack of rain resulted in early drawdowns and late season short-
ages.  Light autumn rains slowed the process of re-filling the reservoirs for the 2013 season, and 
all are now well below normal winter levels.  With long-range forecasts still calling for less than 
normal precipitation, water managers are gearing up for another year of drought. 
 To help address critical water supply problems, Deadman's Basin Water Users Association 
(DBWUA), Delphia-Melstone Canal Water Users Association (DMCWUA), and the Mosby-
Musselshell Watershed Group (MMWG) all applied for grants from the Montana Department of 
Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) Renewable Resource Grant and Loan (RRGL) pro-
gram.  DBWUA's  proposed project is to replace the headgate in the reservoir inlet canal.  The gate 
cannot be completely closed, allowing water to enter the canal instead of continuing downstream 
to meet water users' needs when river levels are critical.  The DMCWUA project calls for replacing 
the East Brewer check structure and installing a liner in the canal upstream of the structure to 
prevent pooled water from leaking out of the canal.  MMWG's proposal called for preliminary engi-
neering on a potential off-river storage site.  The first two projects are still being actively consid-
ered by the Montana State Legislature for funding, while an appeal is being presented for re-
consideration of the off-river storage project funding request.  The grant applications total 
$300,000. 
 A fourth grant application was submitted by DBWUA for a DNRC Resource Development 
Grant (RDG) in the amount of $300,000 to help fund replacement of the flood-damaged diversion 
dam located just upriver from Shawmut.  The 2011 flood severely damaged the old concrete struc-
ture that was last repaired after a flood in 1997.  Construction of the proposed replacement struc-
ture is supported by Montana's Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks for its fish passage design, 
and by all members of the Coalition for more efficient delivery of excess spring runoff water to the 
reservoir.  Although the grant review committee recommended approval of the application, the 
amount was cut to $145,000.  Other sources of funding are being sought.  Members of DBWUA 
have already committed a large funding match for the project. 
 Other state grants awarded through the efforts of MWC over the past two years have bene-
fited communities in the Musselshell River basin.  Nearly $300,000 in grants have helped pay for 
water quality monitoring, streambank restoration projects, an internet-accessible irrigation infra-
structure data base, technical assistance to agricultural producers for flood recovery, a 2011 flood 
assessment report available online on the DNRC website, and aerial photography of the 2011 flood 
event and its aftermath. 
 The federal government has also assisted agricultural producers in flood recovery in the 
Musselshell River basin.  The Natural Resources Conservation Service field offices in Roundup, 
Winnett, and Jordan processed $1,926,247 in irrigation system upgraded efficiency flood repair 
projects and $168,500 in cottonwood regeneration protection projects.  With an approximate 50% 
producer cost share for the irrigation projects, and 25% cost share for cottonwood regeneration, the 
total economic impact of these programs on the local economy has been about $4,077,000.  In addi-
tion, FEMA awarded $58,204 toward repairs necessary to keep DBWUA operational after the 
2011 floods. 
 MWC is continuing its work that benefits water users and river health by improving coop-
erative communication among all Musselshell residents who rely on the basin's priceless water re-
source. 
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MACD 2013 POSTER CONTEST  
Students, here is your chance to be creative.  Put some 
thought into a poster that will have a conservation mes-
sage, and get it to us for judging on April 17.  The first 
place poster in each category will go to MACD for judg-
ing, and winners from there go to NACD.   

Poster category by grade: K-1; 2-3; 4-6; 7-9; 10-12  The 
contest is open to public, private or home school stu-

dents. Turn in to LMCD before April 17 for judging.   Any media may be used to create a flat or two-
dimensional effect (paint, crayon, colored pencil, charcoal, stickers, paper or other materials on regular post-
ers (no computer only special category).  Poster size must be between 8.5" x 11" and 22" x 28".  
All posters must be created by an individual student rather than a team of students. The 2013 Stewardship 
title “Where does your water shed? must be on your poster. Entries completed by students in their handwrit-
ing and coloring will score better than those designed, drawn and colored with adult assistance.  The posters 
are evaluated on the following criteria: Conservation message (50 %)  Visual effectiveness (30 %)  Originality 
(10 %) and  Universal appeal (10 %) First prize in each category will be $10.00.  Call 323-2103 ext 101 for 
more information.  Do not fold or roll up the posters.  They must remain flat. 

Continued from page 5:  The Ladder of Fuel: A  Short History of Ponderosa Pine in the Bull Mountains 
 
 Farther up the forest ladder we sometimes find a shrub layer. Native deciduous shrubs such as currant and buffaloberry provide excel-
lent habitat and food for birds and other wildlife. After a fire, these shrubs can re-sprout even after being burned to the ground. In fact, a great 
many shrubs respond vigorously to the challenges of fire by suckering out and starting new growth. However, these shrubs are growing in-

creasingly uncommon where open spaces and light are not available and instead we find a 
great deal of juniper. Juniper, while native to Montana and the greater west, are the per-
fect kindling for larger trees, especially ones that are suffering from drought and growing 
close together. Full of terpene, junipers will burn like they have been soaked in the sub-
stance to which it lends its name: turpentine. Burning junipers will torch saplings growing 
in dense stands and give fire the perfect opportunity to reach medium-sized and large 
trees. Saplings would naturally be thinned by fire, but when left undisturbed they will 
bunch together and grow thin, sickly, and ready to burn. 
 Once a fire has reached the mid-layer of a forest, jumping from junipers and 
saplings to mid-story trees, a high-intensity wildfire has already begun. From mid-story 
trees the fire will climb to the final rungs of the mature canopy trees. These fires, called 
crown fires, will destroy an entire tree. Flames from a tree can reach up to three times 
its height in a good wind. If trees are packed close together that means that wildfire can 
begin jumping from crown to crown at a devastating rate. When trees are more sparsely 
spaced and the mid-story is kept in check as in pre-settlement times, fires have a harder 
time reaching the crown of a tree. Instead of slope upon slope of blackened husks, green 
trees can be seen after a fire, and new generations will soon follow. Wildfires will hap-
pen, but we can ensure that our forests are ready to handle them. 
 Because so many of us live among forest stands and because fires are by nature 
unpredictable and dangerous, it would be unwise to use prescribed burning, or simulated 

wildfire, to reduce fuel loads in this area. Fortunately, the Lower Musselshell Conservation District, in partnership with the Bureau of Land 
Management, offers a cost-share program to reduce fuel loads and prevent tragic fires. We can come to your property, assess fire risk, write a 
prescription for fuel mitigation, and provide a list of qualified contractors if you so desire. If approved, the program can reimburse landowners 
75% of the costs up to $5000 for five acres of thinning, pruning, or removing timber around their home. This will effectively create a healthier 
forest near your residence that will be more resilient in a fire. Instead of fires climbing the ladder and burning entire trees, there is a greater 
chance that they will run along the ground burning grasses and saplings. Not only will this make your home safer in the event of a fire, we will 
work with you to ensure that you still have an aesthetically pleasing view from your windowsill. Don’t be surprised if you have some regenera-
tion of wildlife-friendly native grasses and shrubs. Not only does this program provide you with peace of mind, it can also enhance the health of 
the ecosystem around your property, help to reduce erosion and leave you with healthier trees and wildlife to enjoy. Wildfires will happen, but 
they don’t have to become tragedies. 

Juniper creeping underneath larger trees, setting the 
stage for dangerous wildfires. Notice the thick under-
story and abundance of ponderosa saplings.  (C) 
LMCD, David Stout 
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For Sale by the District: Wildlife Escape 
Ramps for stock tanks $25.00  

  310 PERMITS REQUIRED 

A 310 Permit is REQUIRED if 
you are planning ANY project  
including construction of new 
facilities or modification or main-
tenance of existing facilities that 
may affect the natural existing 
shape and form of any stream or 
its banks or tributaries.  A 310 
permit must be obtained prior to 
any work being done in or near a 
perennially flowing stream. A 
permit will not be issued after a 
project has begun. Please contact 
the Lower Musselshell Conserva-
tion District for permit applica-
tions at 406-323-2103 ext. 101. 

To update your mailing address, contact 
Donna Pedrazzi at 406-323-2103 ext.101 or 
email donna.pedrazzi@mt.nacdnet.net 

CONSERVATION NEWS 

The mission of the Lower 
Musselshell Conserva-
tion District is to provide 
private landowners in 
Golden Valley and Mus-
selshell Counties with 
the tools, education and 
resources to implement 
conservation practices 
which protect and pro-
mote the wise use of our 
natural resources. 

Visit our New Website at  http://lmcdistrict.wordpress.com  

http://lmcdistrict.wordpress.com�
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	Farther up the forest ladder we sometimes find a shrub layer. Native deciduous shrubs such as currant and buffaloberry provide excellent habitat and food for birds and other wildlife. After a fire, these shrubs can re-sprout even after being burned to the ground. In fact, a great many shrubs respond vigorously to the challenges of fire by suckering out and starting new growth. However, these shrubs are growing increasingly uncommon where open spaces and light are not available and instead we find a great deal of juniper. Juniper, while native to Montana and the greater west, are the perfect kindling for larger trees, especially ones that are suffering from drought and growing close together. Full of terpene, junipers will burn like they have been soaked in the substance to which it lends its name: turpentine. Burning junipers will torch saplings growing in dense stands and give fire the perfect opportunity to reach medium-sized and large trees. Saplings would naturally be thinned by fire, but when left undisturbed they will bunch together and grow thin, sickly, and ready to burn.
	Once a fire has reached the mid-layer of a forest, jumping from junipers and saplings to mid-story trees, a high-intensity wildfire has already begun. From mid-story trees the fire will climb to the final rungs of the mature canopy trees. These fires, called crown fires, will destroy an entire tree. Flames from a tree can reach up to three times its height in a good wind. If trees are packed close together that means that wildfire can begin jumping from crown to crown at a devastating rate. When trees are more sparsely spaced and the mid-story is kept in check as in pre-settlement times, fires have a harder time reaching the crown of a tree. Instead of slope upon slope of blackened husks, green trees can be seen after a fire, and new generations will soon follow. Wildfires will happen, but we can ensure that our forests are ready to handle them.
	Because so many of us live among forest stands and because fires are by nature unpredictable and dangerous, it would be unwise to use prescribed burning, or simulated wildfire, to reduce fuel loads in this area. Fortunately, the Lower Musselshell Conservation District, in partnership with the Bureau of Land Management, offers a cost-share program to reduce fuel loads and prevent tragic fires. We can come to your property, assess fire risk, write a prescription for fuel mitigation, and provide a list of qualified contractors if you so desire. If approved, the program can reimburse landowners 75% of the costs up to $5000 for five acres of thinning, pruning, or removing timber around their home. This will effectively create a healthier forest near your residence that will be more resilient in a fire. Instead of fires climbing the ladder and burning entire trees, there is a greater chance that they will run along the ground burning grasses and saplings. Not only will this make your home safer in the event of a fire, we will work with you to ensure that you still have an aesthetically pleasing view from your windowsill. Don’t be surprised if you have some regeneration of wildlife-friendly native grasses and shrubs. Not only does this program provide you with peace of mind, it can also enhance the health of the ecosystem around your property, help to reduce erosion and leave you with healthier trees and wildlife to enjoy. Wildfires will happen, but they don’t have to become tragedies.
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