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Introduction  
 

This document is a land health assessment of the public lands administered by the Bureau of 

Land Management (BLM) in the East Pioneer Watershed (EPW).   

 

This is the first in a series of documents: the Watershed Assessment Report, the Authorized 

Officerôs Determination of Standards, and the appropriate National Environmental Policy Act 

(NEPA) documentation and subsequent Decision(s) changing management where needed. 

 

The Assessment reports the condition and/or function of public land resources within the EPW to 

the authorized officer.  The authorized officer reviews the findings in this report to determine if 

the five standards of rangeland health are currently being met.  The authorized officer then signs 

a Determination of Standards documenting where Land Health Standards are met and where they 

are not. 

 

In addition to the condition/function assessment, the report also contains initial recommendations 

developed by the interdisciplinary team (IDT) during field assessments.  The recommendations 

in the report focus primarily on livestock grazing, but also include other programs, land uses, and 

activities.  These include: noxious weed control, conifer expansion and aspen restoration, 

recreation activities, wildlife and fisheries habitat, abandoned mine lands reclamation, and travel 

management.  Impacts from all uses and programs were assessed and documented as part of this 

process. 

 

The assessed condition, function and recommendations in the Assessment Report and 

Determination of Standards will be used in the NEPA process.  An environmental assessment 

(EA) will be completed to address identified resource concerns in the watershed.  The EA will 

include all BLM-administered public lands covered in the assessment.   

 

Alternative management will be analyzed wherever it is determined that: 

 specific grazing allotments are not meeting the Standards 

 allotments are meeting the Standards but have site specific concerns 

 there are other documented resource concerns or opportunities for 

improvement/restoration 

 

Also, if existing grazing management practices or levels of grazing use on public lands are 

determined to be significant factors in failing to achieve one or more of the five Standards, the 

BLM is required by regulation (43 CFR 4180.1) to make grazing management adjustments.   

 

Implementation of new plans will begin in 2009, but full implementation of revised grazing 

plans, range improvement projects, and/or vegetation projects associated with these plans may 

take several years.   

 

The new plans will be developed in consultation and coordination with the affected lessees, 

agencies having lands or managing resources within the area, and other interested parties.   
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The Dillon Field Office (DFO) completed a new Resource Management Plan (RMP) in February 

of 2006.  This document provides program guidance in the Dillon Field Office for the next 20 

years.  The RMP replaces The Dillon Resource Area Management Framework Plan (1979) and 

the Mountain Foothills Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) - Rangeland Management 

Program Summary (1981).     

 

By working on a watershed basis, a broader landscape is considered and more consistent 

management can be applied.  It is the BLM's intent to implement watershed management 

cooperatively.  Any changes in livestock management will be implemented through grazing 

decisions that address allotments or groups of allotments with a common permittee.  Any other 

management projects or changes will be implemented through decisions appropriate for the 

respective programs. 

 

As with all similar BLM decisions, affected parties will have an opportunity to protest and/or 

appeal these decisions. 

 

 

Background 
 

The EPW is located in Beaverhead County, Montana and drains portions of the East Pioneer 

mountain range.  The watershed lies within Townships 1-5 South and Ranges 9-10 West, 

Montana Principal Meridian (MPM.). 

 

The assessment area covers public lands administered by the BLM from the crest of the East 

Pioneer Mountains in the west to the Big Hole River in the east, and from Maiden Rock in the 

north, south to Birch Creek.  The assessment area boundary, shown on the East Pioneer 

Assessment Area map (Map 1), follows grazing allotment boundaries and includes some 

allotments that are only partially within the watershed.  Technically, the assessed area is not a 

distinct watershed.  Watersheds are defined, and designated on maps, by natural topographical 

boundaries (i.e., ridgelines, drainages).  Grazing allotment boundaries have been determined by 

previous BLM decisions based primarily on land ownership and these artificial boundaries may 

not follow topographical features.  Therefore, some of the grazing allotments in the assessment 

area may fall within one or more watersheds or hydrologic units.  Grazing allotments within the 

EPW may have been completed in other assessments (e.g., Beaverhead West, Southwest 

Highlands). 

 

Within the EPW assessment area there are approximately 81,202 total acres of land, of which 

26,635 are public lands administered by the BLM.  Of the total BLM-administered lands within 

the EPW, 25,004 acres are allotted for livestock grazing, 253 acres are unleased, and 1,378 acres 

are unallotted (unavailable for livestock grazing).  This report addresses only land health 

conditions on public lands administered by the BLM. 

 

Many of the allotments within the EPW are also part of the East Pioneer Experimental 

Stewardship Program (ESP).  The ESP was established by the Public Rangelands Improvement 

Act (PRIA) of 1978, which authorized and directed the Secretaries of Interior and Agriculture 

ñto develop and implement, on an experimental basis on selected areas of the public rangelands 
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which are representative of the broad spectrum of range conditions, trends, and forage values, a 

program which provides incentives to, or rewards for, the holders of grazing permits and leases 

whose stewardship results in an improvement of the range condition of lands under permit or 

lease. Such program shall explore innovative grazing management policies and systems which 

might provide incentives to improve range conditions.ò  As a result, many of these allotments are 

managed under Allotment Management Plans (AMP), and have numerous structural range 

improvement projects and established monitoring sites. 

 

Fire History  

The presence or absence of fire plays an integral role in the composition and structure of the 

vegetation that occurs in the EPW.  Fire has shaped western landscapes for the past 10,000 years, 

but more than a century of settlement activities have seriously disrupted that crucial role (Arno 

1980, Pyne 1982, Quigley et.al 1996).  Since the mid-1800s the frequency of wildland fires 

occurring in southwestern Montana and the west in general have been reduced by domestic 

livestock grazing, land use practices, and aggressive fire suppression.  Ignitions were primarily 

due to lightning and Native Americans, who used fire to signal, drive game, rout enemies and 

rejuvenate pastures to ensure the return of game from year to year.  Fire scarred trees and charred 

pieces of wood are found throughout the Pioneer Mountains, primarily on Forest Service 

managed land.  The sagebrush/grassland communities that dominate the lower elevation BLM 

administered land typically retain evidence of past wildfires for a relatively short amount of time, 

making long-term fire history difficult to confirm. 

 

Local agencies have records of several recent wildfires in the EPW, most of which burned 

relatively small areas.  The BLM conducted a several hundred acre prescribed burn in the Louie 

Lowe Basin area in 1988. 

 

Wilderness Study Areas 

There are no areas designated as Wilderness or Wilderness Study Areas in the EPW. 

 

Prehistory and History of East Pioneer Watershed  
In conjunction with the Mountain Foothills Grazing EIS in the late 1970s, a Class II cultural 

resource inventory was completed for a 10% sample of lands within the DFO.  Results of the 

inventory located a mixture of prehistoric and historic sites throughout the watershed.  The EPW 

was occupied continuously from approximately 10,000 years ago.  Prehistoric sites within the 

watershed consist primarily of small habitation and/or procurement sites (Earle 1980). 

 

Historically, the EPW was first explored during the fur trade of the 1830s.  Mining became the 

predominant economic interest in the EPW when, in 1873, the Bryant mining district (now called 

Hecla) was organized producing rich silver-lead ore that cropped out of Lion Mountain at the 

head of Trapper Creek.  The district reached its peak under management of the Hecla 

Consolidated Mining Company, at which time 20 miles of underground workings were driven 

into Lion Mountain and a 40-ton lead smelter placed in operation in Glendale.  The decline of the 

district occurred about 1901 due to dwindling ore reserves and the low price of silver.  The 

district has produced nearly $20 million, primarily in silver and lead.  The EPW also contains the 

route of the Union Pacific Railroad (UP), the first railway constructed west of the Missouri 

River. The portion of the UP known as the Utah and Northern Line was the first to enter 
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Montana, beginning in 1873 (MTDEQ 2008a).  Livestock grazing near Glendale began in the 

late 1860s and early 1870s as livestock were brought in to support nearby mining operations.  

Areas, such as Louie Lowe Basin, were heavily grazed by mules and horses, and later by cattle 

and sheep. 

 

Mining History in Relationship to Mining Districts and General Geology 

Vipond/Quartz Hill Mining District  ï The Vipond/Quartz Hill mining District lies at the north 

end of the East Pioneer Watershed, it includes the area from the Divide Bridge to south of 

Trapper Creek.  There are no known lode mines on BLM lands; however, some of the most 

significant silver lodes of the Pioneer Mountains are located to the west on Forest Service lands. 

Geologically, the Vipond District is predominantly Paleozoic limestone, some of which is 

overlain by glacial gravels.  Mineralization occurs in veins and shoots that generally strike north 

and dip west.  The first claim was filed in 1886. From 1902 to 1965 the Vipond/Quartz Hill 

district produced 1,118 oz Au, 1,024,485 oz Ag, 198,991 lbs Cu, 72,032 lbs Pb and 500 lbs Zn 

(MTDEQ 2008a).  

 

The Maiden Rock Phosphate district is located within the northern portion of the Vipond District 

at Maiden Rock. Phosphate mines are located on lands administered by both the Butte and Dillon 

Field Offices, as well as on private and Forest Service lands.  Geologically, the phosphate 

mineralization occurs in sedimentary beds ~20 feet thick.  Overlying the phosphate are beds of 

silicified cherty fine-grained sediments.  Below the phosphates are clay beds ~9 feet thick, these 

are underlain by limestone.  The silicified sediments and the limestone are very strong competent 

rocks, which do beak along bedding planes.  The phosphate and clay beds are incompetent rocks 

that collapse easily.  This area is folded into a regional anticline, such that beds in the east 

(Maiden Rock and North Central Area) dip very steeply to the west and beds in the west 

(Canyon Creek area) dip very steeply to the east.  It is unclear when phosphate mining was 

initiated, but it continued until 1967 (MTDEQ 2008a). 

 

The Cannavan Gulch deposit, Montanaôs largest molybdenum (Mo) property, lies on Forest 

Service lands in the western portion of the Vipond District.  This deposit is presently undergoing 

exploration and will likely see development in the near future (+/- 10 years).  

 

Lost Creek Mining District  ï The Lost Creek Mining District (AKA Rock Creek or Browns 

Gulch) is located on the northeast side of the Pioneer Mountains from north of Cherry Creek to 

south of Lost Creek,  it includes  Rock Creek near Browns Lake, and Twin Adams Mountain at 

the head of Lost Creek.  The Glen Mill site is the only known mining feature on BLM lands in 

this district.  All other features are located upstream on Forest Service or private lands.  This 

district was not important for precious metals; however, it was a significant producer of tungsten.  

The first discovery of tungsten was along Lost Creek in 1907.  Additional ore was discovered at 

Browns Lake in 1942. Technology which evolved during World War II and the post-war 

encouragement by the government for stockpiling non-precious metals enabled the Browns 

Gulch deposit to evolve into Montanaôs leading tungsten deposit.  The Glen Tungsten Mill, a 

300-ton flotation mill was built by Minerals Engineering in 1948, it operated until 1958.  In 

1952, American Alloys Metals, Inc. took over the Browns Gulch mine.  Total production for the 

Glen mill was 625,107 tons of a concentrate containing 35% tungsten.  The Lost Creek Mine, 
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operate by Minerals Engineering Company, was the largest tungsten mine in the district 

producing 21,150 tons of 18% tungsten (MTDEQ 2008a).  

 

Utopia/Birch Creek Mining District  ï The Utopia/Birch Creek Mining District is located on 

the southeast end of the East Pioneers in the vicinity of Birch Creek.  It ranges from south of the 

Vipond District to south of Lost Creek. Mines in this district are located on Forest Service or 

private lands significantly above BLM lands.  To date, no mines have been recognized on BLM 

lands. The first lode deposits were discovered in 1860ôs.  The districts primary resources are 

copper, lead, zinc, and tungsten. These resources were developed from 1902 to 1923.  Production 

was primarily from the Indian Queen Mine, which produced $244,004 of ore from 1,771,824 

tons copper (Cu), 5,464 lbs lead (Pb), 43,744 oz silver (Ag), and 308 oz gold (Au) (MTDEQ 

2008). 

 

Each mining town/camp brought their horses, mules and livestock (cattle and sheep).  Grazing 

adjacent to mining camps/towns was yearlong and unregulated prior to 1934.  Use of timber and 

forest products to build these towns and mines, heat homes, etc. was also unregulated.  

 

 

Authorized Uses 
 

Forest Products 

There have been no recent forest management activities (timber harvests) on BLM administered 

lands in the watershed. 

 

Special Recreational Uses 

The majority of lands within the EPW are used yearlong for a variety of dispersed recreational 

uses including hunting, fishing, off-highway vehicle use, camping, and mountain biking.  The 

heaviest recreational use of these lands occurs during the big game hunting seasons, dramatically 

increasing the intensity of off-highway vehicle use and camping. 

 

One commercial outfitter is authorized under a Special Recreation Use Permit to conduct big 

game hunting and/or summer horseback riding in all or part of this area.  Most of the outfitted 

big game hunting probably occurs on adjacent National Forest lands, but the permit includes 

most of the BLM lands within this watershed.  Total commercial use days associated with this 

permit are approximately 100 client-days. 

 

Min eral Resources 

The Mining and Minerals Policy Act of 1970, the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 

1976 (FLPMA), and the Natural Materials and Minerals Policy, Research and Development Act 

of 1980 direct that the Public lands be managed in a manner that recognizes the Nation's needs 

for domestic sources of mineral production. Under the 1872 Mining Law, claimants have a 

statutory right to develop their mineral deposits consistent with applicable environmental laws. 

Mining activity is typically cyclic with the amount of exploration or development of resources 

directly related to the demand for the material, technology available, and the market price of the 

commodity.  
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The EPW varies greatly in mineral potential.  Much of the BLM-administered lands have a low 

potential for locatable minerals, however, on adjacent Forest Service lands, there is a moderate to 

high potential for locatable minerals. Therefore, historic mining activity in the East Pioneers was 

conducted primarily on lands administered by the Forest Service and there was very little activity 

on lands administered by BLM.   

 

Currently there is one approved 43 CFR 3809 Plan of Operation in the watershed.  This operator 

is reprocessing tails at the Glen Mill site to recover garnet, a byproduct of the tungsten that was 

originally milled.  This is a small project and mostly operates in a closed basin that was 

originally constructed as an impoundment for the mill tails.  

 

There are currently no active exploration Notices (43 CFR 3809) in the watershed. This area 

does have potential for salable material such as decorative stone, building stone, gravel and other 

commodities.  BLM has no community pits in the watershed.  Community pits are sites that are 

set up specifically for the sale of mineral material.  Neither are there any current exclusive sales 

of mineral materials in the watershed. The watershed area is considered to have low to moderate 

potential for oil and gas.  No exploration is known to have taken place in the watershed in recent 

years.   

 

Livestock Grazing 

There are 13 individual operators that have grazing permits/leases on 25,004 acres (17 

allotments) of public land administered by the BLM in the watershed.  The allotments are shown 

on the map of East Pioneer Assessment Area Allotments (Map 2).  Public lands, administered by 

BLM, provide a large proportion of the late spring, summer and fall forage base in the 

watershed.  There are 1,948 animal-unit months (AUMs) of livestock forage allocated on public 

lands within the 17 allotments included in this assessment. The livestock grazing allocation and 

management for allotments within the EPW is displayed in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Livestock grazing allocation and management within the East Pioneer Watershed. 

Allotment  Name, 

Number, and 

Category 

Livestock 

Number 

& Kind
1 

Season 

of Use 
Grazing 

System
2 

BLM  

Stocking 

Rate 

BLM 

AUMs 
BLM  

Acres 

Acres in 

Other 

Ownership 

Total 

Acres 

Birch Creek, 30365, 

(I) 

40 C 
05/15-

10/15 
CU 

19.0 

38 

2,881 12,434 15,315 

146 C 
05/22-

08/01 
RR 114 

Burk SGC, 20657, 

(C) 
1 C 

05/01-

11/30 
CU 10.0 7 80 647 727 

Cherry Creek, 20321, 

(M) 
100 C 

05/28-

06/15 
SL 22.7 62 1,407 119 1,526 

Childs Individual 

SGC, 20310, (C) 
10 C 

05/15-

11/14 
CU 4.5 60 267 0 204 

Lost Creek, 20322, 

(C) 
1 C 

03/01-

02/27 
CU 10.0 12 80 572 652 

Lost-Willow, 30364, 

(I) 

125 C 
05/15-

06/16 
RR 16.6 

136 

5,400 22,575 27,975 

174 C 
05/15-

06/16 
189 
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Allotment  Name, 

Number, and 

Category 

Livestock 

Number 

& Kind
1 

Season 

of Use 
Grazing 

System
2 

BLM  

Stocking 

Rate 

BLM 

AUMs 
BLM  

Acres 

Acres in 

Other 

Ownership 

Total 

Acres 

North Willow Creek, 

30311, (C) 
1 C 

05/15-

11/14 
CU 14.7 3 44 0 44 

Peck SGC, 20336, 

(C) 
6 C 

03/31-

11/30 
CU 6.6 49 325 0 325 

Seven Springs, 

20337, (I) 
255 C 

05/28-

06/15 
SL 8.8 104 2,028 1,486 3,514 

Sisterson, 20329, (M) 

(YR 1) 

75 C 

05/05-

06/15 
RR 13.0 

72 

936 233 1,169 
(YR 2) 

75 C 

10/15-

12/15 
107 

Skeeters, 10332, (I) 57 C 
05/15-

06/15 
RR 13.9 52 723 153 876 

Skeeters Meadows, 

30372, (C) 
1 C 

03/01-

02/28 
CU 5.8 12 58 0 58 

Smith Individual 

SGC, 10346, (C) 
1 C 

03/01-

02/28 
CU 11.0 12 165 0 165 

South Seven Springs, 

20362, (I) 

80 C 
06/06-

06/15 

RR 31.2 

24 

4,496 265 4,761 

59 C 
06/01-

06/15 
26 

63 C 
06/01-

06/15 
28 

62 C 
06/01-

06/15 
28 

85 C 
06/01-

06/15 
38 

Twin Adams, 20347, 

(M) 

(YR 1) 

317 C 

04/10-

05/15 
RR 3.5 

244 

1,379 578 1,957 
(YR 2) 

88 C 

08/15-

11/03 
152 

Vipond-Glendale, 

30358, (I) 

669 C 
06/01-

06/15 
RR 9.3 

238 

4,536 17,199 21,735 

174 C 
10/15-

12/14 
251 

Willow Creek 

Individual, 20304, 

(C) 

17 C 
03/01-

02/28 
CU 11.7 17 199 0 199 

BLM Totals  2,519 C   
AVG = 

12.8 
1948 25,004 56,261 81,202 

1Livestock Kind: C=cattle 
2Grazing System: SL=season long, RR=rest rotation, DR=deferred rotation, DU=deferred use, DS=dormant season use, 

CU=custodial use 

 

 

All allotments in the Dillon Field Office have been categorized as Improve (I), Maintain (M), or 

Custodial (C), based on resource values and opportunities for improvement.  Allotment category 

refers to BLMôs level of management for a given grazing allotment and is used to establish 

priorities for distributing available funds and personnel during plan implementation to achieve 

cost-effective improvement of rangeland resources.  Categorization is also used to organize 

allotments into similar groups for purposes of developing multiple use prescriptions, analyzing 
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site-specific and cumulative impacts, and determining trade-offs.  Allotments in the I-category 

are managed more intensively and are monitored more frequently.  Allotments in the M-category 

are usually at a desired condition and are managed to maintain or improve that condition.  

Allotments in the C-category are usually isolated parcels with few resource concerns that are 

fenced in with larger parcels of deeded land, are managed in conjunction with the 

permittee/lesseeôs normal livestock operation, and are monitored less frequently. 

 

The BLM has worked cooperatively with individual livestock permittees/lessees in the watershed 

for many years to develop Allotment Management Plans (AMPs) that prescribe grazing 

management to improve natural resource conditions.  Of the BLM-administered lands in the 

watershed that are available for livestock grazing (25,004 acres), about 79% are managed under 

formal AMPs, or have agreed upon grazing systems, that prescribe rest rotation, deferred 

rotation, a deferred season of use, or dormant season use (Table 1).  About 21% of the BLM-

administered acres that are available for livestock grazing are in custodial allotments, where 

BLM management inputs are minimal because of the small proportion of public land in the 

allotments (Map 2). 

 

The stocking rate on BLM lands within the watershed averages 12.8 acres/AUM and varies from 

4.5 to 31.2 acres/AUM.  This wide variation is influenced by soils, vegetation, topography 

(aspect, elevation, and slope), distance from water, and local weather.  Cattle (mature individuals 

or cow/calf pairs) are the primary type of livestock authorized on the allotments; however, 

several allotments allow the flexibility to graze yearling cattle. 

 

 

Process 
 

This assessment was done in accordance with the following BLM regulations regarding 

Rangeland Health Standards (Standards) and other applicable guidance: 

 

 BLM Manual H-4180-1, Rangeland Health Standards Handbook and Guidance for 

Conducting Watershed-Based Land Health Assessments.  

 Code of Federal Regulation 43 CFR, Subpart 4180 

 Record of Decision (ROD) - Standards for Rangeland Health and Guidelines for 

Livestock Grazing Management (S&Gs) for Montana, North Dakota and South Dakota.   

 National Fire Plan 

 

Rangeland Health Standards are described in detail in the ROD Standards for Rangeland Health 

and Guidelines for Livestock Grazing Management for Montana, North Dakota, and South 

Dakota- Western Montana Standards. 

 

The preamble of the Western Montana Standards states:  ñThe purpose of the S&Gs are to 

facilitate the achievement and maintenance of healthy, properly functioning ecosystems within 

the historic and natural range of variability for long-term sustainable use.ò  Standards are 

statements of physical and biological condition or degree of function required for healthy 

sustainable lands.  Achieving or making significant progress towards these functions and 

conditions is required of all uses of public lands as stated in 43 CFR 4180.1. 
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This assessment will report condition and/or function for the following five standards: 

 

 Standard #1 - Upland Health 

 Standard #2 - Riparian/Wetland Health 

 Standard #3 - Water Quality 

 Standard #4 - Air Quality 

 Standard #5 - Biodiversity 

 

In addition, this assessment will report condition and/or function for forest health and fuels.  

Forest health can affect each of the five standards, but in this assessment will be reflected under 

Standard #5 Biodiversity, along with other factors that affect biodiversity (including Special 

Status Species).  These assessments are made on an allotment scale, with the exception of Air 

Quality, which is made at the watershed scale. 

 

Condition/function statements regarding the Standards are made as: 

 Proper Functioning Condition (PFC); 

 Functioning At Risk (FAR) which is assigned a trend (up, down, static, or not apparent); 

or 

 Nonfunctioning (NF) 

 

Land Health Standards are met when conditions across an allotment are at PFC or FAR with an 

upward trend.  This is dependent on scope and scale and determined by the Authorized Officer. 

The Authorized Officerôs Determination will be prepared and sent out during spring of 2009.   

 

Available trend monitoring data, existing inventories, historical photographs and standardized 

methodology are used by an IDT to assess condition and function.  In addition, Ecological 

Reference Areas are identified by the IDT and used to compare health and productivity of similar 

sites and soils.  Trend monitoring data, riparian assessment data, and historical photographs used 

for this assessment are available at the Dillon Field Office.  Technical references are also 

available at the Dillon Field office or online at http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm. 

 

Format 

The Upland, Riparian, Air Quality, Water Quality, and Biodiversity Standards will follow the 

following format: 

 

 Affected Environment - This section briefly describes the area and resources that were 

assessed. 

 Findings, Analysis and Recommendations - This section lists the findings and discloses 

recommendations developed by the IDT during the field assessments. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm
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Uplands 
 

Western Montana Standard #1: ñUplands are in Proper Functioning Condition.ò 
 

Procedure to Determine Conformance with the Standard 

The uplands were assessed on an allotment basis according to Interagency Technical Reference 

1734-6, Interpreting Indicators of Rangeland Health, which is available at the Dillon Field 

Office or on online at http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm.  This qualitative process 

evaluates 17 ñindicatorsò (e.g., soil compaction, water flow patterns, plant community 

composition) to assess three interrelated components or ñattributesò of rangeland health: soil/site 

stability, hydrological function, and biotic integrity.  The Natural Resource Conservation Service 

(NRCS) has developed Ecological Site Descriptions based on specific soil types, precipitation 

zones and location.  They describe various characteristics and attributes including what 

vegetative species and relative percentage of each are expected to be present on the site.  The 

IDT refers to these site descriptions while completing the upland evaluation matrix.      

 

The IDT reviewed the long term trend study data, conducted extensive field surveys, and used 

the Indicators of Upland Health assessment process to assess the functionality of the upland 

habitat in the EPW.  

 

The EPW was also evaluated for weed infestations using treatment records and inventories from 

the Dillon Field Office, the Beaverhead County Weed Coordinator, and the IDTôs collective 

observations during the field assessments. 

 

Affected Environment 
 

Soils 

Soils in the EPW are primarily affected by climate (temperature and precipitation), topography 

(slope and aspect), and parent material (geology and geomorphology).  The soils in this 

watershed are in the Frigid (generally below 6,400 feet elevation) and Cryic (generally above 

6,400 feet elevation) soil temperature regimes.  Lands administered by BLM within the EPW 

receive about 8 to 20 inches of average annual precipitation and fall into the Aridic and Ustic soil 

moisture regimes.  Within the watershed boundary, elevations range from about 4,950 feet, near 

the Big Hole River, to above 11,100 feet on Torrey and Tweedy Mountains.  The highest 

elevation on BLM-administered lands is about 7,200 feet, near the USFS Boundary above 

Trapper Creek. 

 

The soils within the watershed formed in alluvium, colluvium, and residuum mainly from 

quartzite, limestone, sandstone, andisite, rhyolite, and granitic rock sources.  Major landforms 

include flood plains, stream terraces, alluvial fans, escarpments, hills, and mountain slopes.  

Slopes range from nearly level and undulating (1 to 8 percent), rolling and hilly (8 to 30 percent), 

to steep and very steep (25 to more than 45 percent).  Soil textures are mainly sandy loams, 

loams, and clay loams; soil depths vary from shallow (less than 20 inches to a root restrictive 

layer) to very deep (more than 60 inches to a restrictive layer).  The relative amount of lime, or 

calcium carbonate, within the rooting zone, as measured by observable effervescence with 

hydrochloric acid, ranges from none to more than 50 percent.  Salinity and sodicity (alkalinity) 

http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm
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occur within the assessment area to a minor extent and rock fragments, both on the soil surface 

and within the soil profile, range from none to more than 65 percent. 

 

Soil classifications and ecological sites within the assessment area reflect these soilôs physical 

and chemical properties and variables.  The main soil Orders encountered within the assessment 

area include: Alfisols, Entisols, Inceptisols, and Mollisols.  Major Ecological Sites associated 

within the upland areas include: Saline Lowlands, Shallow, Limy, Limy Droughty, Droughty, 

Droughty Steep, and Loamy.  Within the river and stream areas the major Ecological Sites 

include: Wet Meadow, Riparian Wet Meadow, Riparian Subirrigated, Subirrigated, and 

Overflow. 

 

Vegetation 

Sagebrush and grassland areas are considered uplands for purposes of this report.  Forest and 

woodland habitats are discussed under Standard #5 Biodiversity.  

 

The variety and distribution of plant communities and seral stages in the watershed area is a 

function of climate, geology, and soil combined with: 

 

 historic uses (e.g., grazing, mining, etc.) 

 short term weather patterns 

 disturbance regimes (e.g., drought, fire, floods, and herbivory)  

 

Current vegetative cover was calculated using satellite imagery.  Table 2 summarizes the 

estimated cover types on all land ownerships within the EPW. 

 

Table 2. Summary of acres by general cover type within the East Pioneer Watershed. 

Cover Type 

BLM  

Acreage 

% of  BLM  

Acreage 

Total Watershed 

Acreage 

% of Total  

Acreage 

Forests 569 2 101,128 46 

Grasslands 5,473 21 19,137 9 

Sagebrush / Mountain Shrubs  19,200 72 65,564 30 

Riparian / Mesic Shrubs 234 < 1 3,756 2 

Mountain Mahogany 1,010 4 3,261 2 

Aspen 6 < 1 669 < 1 

Other (Rock /Water/Ag)  161 < 1 25,645 12 

Totals 26,653 100 219,160 100 

 

 

Most of the watershedôs BLM administered uplands are dominated by either grasslands (21%) or 

sagebrush (72%), including mountain big sagebrush, Wyoming big sagebrush, basin big 

sagebrush, and three-tip sagebrush.  Winterfat and red sage are also found on many alkaline sites 

in the watershed.  Some of the prominent herbaceous species included in the grasslands are 

bluebunch wheatgrass, western wheatgrass, Sandbergôs bluegrass, needle and thread, prairie 

junegrass, and Idaho fescue.  These same cool season grasses are prominent understory 

vegetation in the sagebrush habitat types.  Rubber rabbitbrush, green rabbitbrush, fringed 

sagewort, and broom snakeweed are common native shrubs found on numerous ecological sites 
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throughout the watershed.  If any of these shrubs have greater than 5% canopy cover on a site, it 

usually indicates that site has been subject to some kind of past disturbance. 

 

Special status plants are discussed under biodiversity. 

 

Vegetative Treatments 

According to BLM records, there has been one vegetation treatment completed to improve 

herbaceous production within the EPW.  The Childs Reseeding #476537 project was completed 

in 1982 and seeded 50 acres of BLM-administered land (Sec. 3, T5S, R9W, MPM) to crested 

wheatgrass, likely to provide for spring livestock grazing. 

 

Findings, Analysis, and Recommendations 
 

Members of the IDT visited all the grazing allotments, as well as the unallotted public land in the 

EPW during 2008 and completed 10 Rangeland Health Indicator Evaluation Matrices on various 

ecological sites and plant associations.  In addition, 20 Daubenmire trend studies and 42 

permanent photo plots, which were established in the 1970s and early 1980s, were duplicated in 

2008 to help determine vegetative trends.  The data collected were summarized and compared 

with baseline and interim data providing supporting information for interpreting the upland 

indicators (see Table 3, Upland Qualitative Assessment Summary).  Descriptions of these upland 

monitoring methodologies are found in Interagency Technical Reference 1734-4, Sampling 

Vegetation Attributes, which is available at the Dillon Field Office or online at 

http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm. 

 
The vast majority (98%) of the uplands in the watershed are functioning properly.  Conifer 

expansion into sagebrush/grasslands is affecting Upland Health on a localized basis, and is 

discussed under the Standard #5 ï Biodiversity.  Table 3 outlines the findings at sites throughout 

the watershed where the IDT completed the Indicators of Rangeland Health evaluation matrix.  

A moderate departure from expected conditions is analogous to a FAR rating (USDI 2000).  

Upland sites that were found to be in the none-to-slight or slight-to-moderate departure from 

expected conditions category are generally considered to be in PFC. 

 

Table 3. Upland qualitative assessment summary of the East Pioneer Watershed. 

Allotment 

Name, 

Number, & 

Category 

Ecological 

Site 

Plant 

Association 

Degree of Departure from Expected 

SOIL SITE 

STABILITY  

HYDROLOGIC 

FUNCTION  

BIOTIC 

INTEGRITY  

Birch Creek, 

30365, (I) 

Loamy-

Limy, 11-14ò 

Precipitation 

Zone (PZ) 

Wyoming Big 

Sagebrush / 

Bluebunch 

Wheatgrass 

Slight - Moderate Slight - Moderate None - Slight 

Cherry Creek, 

20321, (M) 

Loamy-

Limy, 11-14ò 

PZ 

Needle and 

thread / Blue 

Grama 

Slight - Moderate Slight - Moderate 
Slight - 

Moderate 

Lost-Willow, 

30364, (I) 

Loamy-

Limy, 11-14ò 

PZ 

Wyoming Big 

Sagebrush / 

Thickspike 

Wheatgrass 

Slight - Moderate Slight - Moderate None - Slight 

http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm


 

13 

Allotment 

Name, 

Number, & 

Category 

Ecological 

Site 

Plant 

Association 

Degree of Departure from Expected 

SOIL SITE 

STABILITY  

HYDROLOGIC 

FUNCTION  

BIOTIC 

INTEGRITY  

Lost-Willow, 

30364, (I) 

Droughty, 

11-14ò PZ 

Wyoming Big 

Sagebrush / 

Bluebunch 

Wheatgrass 

None - Slight None - Slight None - Slight 

Seven Springs, 

20337, (I) 

Loamy-

Limy, 11-14ò 

PZ 

Wyoming Big 

Sagebrush / 

Bluebunch 

Wheatgrass 

None - Slight None - Slight None - Slight 

Seven Springs, 

20337, (I) 

Shallow-

Limy, 

11-14ò PZ 

Needle and 

thread / Blue 

Grama 

Slight - Moderate Slight - Moderate 
Slight - 

Moderate 

Sisterson, 

20329, (M) 

Loamy-

Limy, 11-14ò 

PZ 

Wyoming Big 

Sagebrush / 

Bluebunch 

Wheatgrass 

None - Slight None - Slight None - Slight 

Skeeters, 

10332, (I) 

Shallow, 

11-14ò PZ 

Wyoming Big 

Sagebrush / 

Bluebunch 

Wheatgrass 

None - Slight None - Slight None - Slight 

Twin Adams, 

20347, (M) 

Droughty-

Limy, 

11-14ò PZ 

Wyoming Big 

Sagebrush / 

Bluebunch 

Wheatgrass 

None - Slight None - Slight None - Slight 

Vipond-

Glendale, 

30358, (I) 

Loamy, 

15-19ò PZ 

Mountain Big 

Sagebrush / 

Idaho Fescue 

None - Slight None - Slight None - Slight 

 

 

On the sites rated PFC or FAR with an upward trend, the quantitative monitoring data supports 

the findings of the IDT.  The ecological condition at these upland sites is stable or improving.  

Evidence of erosion appears to be remnant of historical impacts, and generally matches what is 

expected for that ecological site.  Tall cool-season bunchgrasses, specifically bluebunch 

wheatgrass, are slightly reduced in many sites throughout the watershed in comparison to the 

Ecological Site Guides.  This is likely due to long-term spring and summer cattle grazing in these 

areas. 

 

The uplands on 15 allotments, and the unleased and unallotted parcels, comprising 98% of the 

BLM-administered uplands in the EPW assessment area, are functioning properly under existing 

management.  Two allotments, comprising 2% of the public uplands in the EPW, are FAR with a 

static or downward trend.  

 

Birch Creek ï This allotment is co-managed with the USFS Dillon Ranger District.  The BLM 

has management responsibility for the three lower pastures, Greenstone, Limestone, and Barbour 

Gulch, which contain about 2550 acres of USFS-administered land.  This allotment has been 

managed under a rest-rotation grazing system since the early 1980s.  This allotment does not 

have any established quantitative monitoring sites, but the photo-monitoring studies indicate a 

strong upward trend.  The IDT observed some active pedestalling, but in many areas water flow 
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patterns and pedestals are decreasing and historic gullies are revegetating.  The IDT noted that 

the reproductive capability of perennial plants matches what is expected, but the annual 

production is slightly less than expected, and cover and production of Wyoming big sagebrush is 

slightly higher than expected.  The IDT rated the uplands in this allotment as PFC. 

 

Burk SGC ï This custodial allotment includes about 80 acres of BLM-administered land.  

Vegetation in the uplands includes bluebunch wheatgrass, needle and thread, Sandberg 

bluegrass, and Wyoming big sagebrush.  Annual production and litter are slightly reduced on this 

site and some pedestalling is present, but reproductive capability and representation among 

functional/structural groups matches what is expected.  The uplands in this allotment were rated 

as PFC. 

 

Cherry Creek ï The majority of the uplands in this allotment have limited exposure to livestock 

grazing and exhibited good production and vigor of cool-season bunchgrasses and soils are 

stable.  On the more accessible sites, the IDT observed some active pedestalling, short stable 

water flow patterns, and a loss of the soilôs A-horizon.  Although bare ground was calculated to 

be about 38% and a shift in dominance toward needle and thread was observed, nearby gullies 

are revegetating and it was noted that rocks and lichen are contributing to the soils stability.  

Trend data from a Daubenmire transect indicates little to no change in the frequency and canopy 

cover of the primary species in the plant community.  Annual production was also slightly less 

than expected for the site, which corresponds to a decrease in litter.  The amount of plant 

mortality and decadence, and the reproductive capability of perennial plants matched what was 

expected and only a small infestation of spotted knapweed was observed along the road, near the 

USFS boundary.  The uplands in this allotment were rated as low PFC with concerns about soil 

erosion and the changes in plant community composition. 

 

Childs Individual SGC ï This custodial allotment is split into two parcels, one adjacent to 

Willow Creek Individual, and the other near the confluence of Birch Creek and the Big Hole 

River.  The western-most parcel was the location of the Childs Reseeding #476537 project that 

seeded about 50 acres to crested wheatgrass.  It appeared to the IDT that the seeding had been 

grazed out and replaced by a mat of blue grama.  There are very few shrubs present on this site 

and the IDT rated it as FAR-Static.  The eastern-most parcel was dominated by blue grama, 

Sandberg bluegrass, and needle and thread, with pockets of bluebunch wheatgrass and Wyoming 

big sagebrush on overflow sites.  Livestock trailing contributed to some pedestalling and water 

flow patterns.  This site was also rated as FAR-Static by the IDT.  Infestations of spotted 

knapweed and common tansy were found near a gravel pit located on this parcel.  

 

Lost Creek ï The BLM-administered portions of this custodial allotment show a good 

composition of cool-season bunchgrasses and Wyoming big sagebrush on the north-facing 

aspect, but are dominated by blue grama, needle and thread, and pricklypear cactus on the south-

facing aspect.  Bottlebrush squirreltail and threeawn are also present.  This is somewhat expected 

for this site and the IDT rated the uplands a low PFC.  This allotment is currently grazed prior to 

the growing season and is expected to continue improving. 

 

Lost-Willow  ï This allotment is co-managed with the USFS Dillon Ranger District.  The BLM 

has management responsibility for the four lower pastures, Lower Willow, Little Lost, Tungsten 
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Mill,  and South Cayuse, which contains lands administered by the USFS.  Monitoring data from 

the Tungsten Mill pasture indicate an increase in the frequency and canopy cover of bluebunch 

wheatgrass and Sandberg bluegrass at one site, with little to no change at another site.  Canopy 

cover of Wyoming big sagebrush is relatively unchanged at both sites and ranges from 16 to 20 

percent.  Because of the rocky nature of the soils in this pasture, no indicators of soil erosion 

were noted.  The distribution and composition of functional/structural groups, annual production, 

and reproductive capability of perennial plants match what is expected for the site.  Photo-

monitoring in Sassman Gulch indicates some expansion of Rocky Mountain juniper and the IDT 

also noted infestations of spotted knapweed, Canada thistle, houndstongue and cheatgrass. 

 

In the Lower Willow pasture, the distribution and composition of functional/structural groups, 

annual production, and reproductive capability of perennial plants match what is expected for the 

site, but slightly active pedestalling and water flow patterns were observed.  Monitoring data 

indicate increased frequency and canopy cover of bluebunch wheatgrass and bottlebrush 

squirreltail, and no change in Wyoming big sagebrush. 

 

In the South Cayuse pasture, monitoring data indicates an increase in the canopy cover of 

bluebunch wheatgrass and Sandberg bluegrass, and a decline in canopy cover of blue grama and 

mountain big sagebrush.  Monitoring data from the Little Lost pasture indicate a decline in blue 

grama and an increase in Sandberg bluegrass, western wheatgrass, and Wyoming big sagebrush.  

Photo-monitoring from these pastures also suggests improved canopy cover and species 

composition.  The IDT rated the uplands in this allotment as PFC. 

 

North Willow Creek  ï The vegetative community on this custodial allotment is composed of 

needle and thread, bluebunch wheatgrass, and blue grama.  This matches the IDTôs expectations 

for annual production, representation among functional/structural groups, and reproductive 

potential.  In addition, the soils appear to be stable with only slight pedestalling present.  Some 

evidence of use by horses was observed.  The IDT rated the uplands in this allotment as PFC. 

 

Peck SGC ï The vegetative community on the southern parcel of this allotment is dominated by 

needle and thread, Sandberg bluegrass, threadleaf sedge, and Wyoming big sagebrush.  

Bluebunch wheatgrass appears to be increasing, but is still sparse.  Annual production and litter 

are less than expected for this site and there has been a slight shift in the dominance of 

functional/structural groups, but reproductive capability of perennial plants matched the IDTôs 

expectations.  Some pedestalling and water flow patterns, resulting from historic use, were 

observed, but these appear to be recovering.  The northern parcel is dominated by bluebunch 

wheatgrass, needle and thread, and Wyoming big sagebrush.  Reproductive capability of 

perennial plants, annual production, and representation of functional/structural groups match 

what is expected for the site and the soils are stable, with only slight pedestalling present.  The 

uplands in this allotment were rated as PFC with opportunities to continue improving the 

southern parcel. 

 

Seven Springs ï This allotment had an AMP signed in the late 1980s, but the projects and 

grazing rotation were not implemented.  This allotment is currently permitted to be grazed every 

spring and a review of the allotment file suggests that the current allotment boundary includes 

deeded property that is not owned or controlled by the permittee.  A majority of the uplands were 
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rated as PFC by the IDT and exhibited good composition and production of cool-season 

bunchgrasses and Wyoming big sagebrush.  Plant interspaces are decreasing, but some signs of 

pedestalling and short water flow patterns are present.  In the late 1980s, gully plugs were 

constructed in several locations and have trapped a significant amount of sediment.  These plugs 

have aided in stabilizing and revegetating the gullies.  On other sites in this allotment a shift 

toward warm-season grasses and shrubs was noted.  These sites are dominated by blue grama, 

needle and thread, and pricklypear cactus.  These sites also exhibit reduced soil stability, as 

evidenced by pedestals with exposed roots, connected, extensive water flow patterns, and 

reduced annual production and litter.  Spotted knapweed is also found along several of the roads.  

These sites were rated as FAR-Static by the IDT. 

 

Sisterson ï This allotment has been managed under a rest-rotation grazing system since the early 

1980s.  The uplands exhibited a good composition of cool-season bunchgrasses and Wyoming 

big sagebrush.  Monitoring data, collected in the North pasture, indicates an increase in 

frequency and cover of Sandberg bluegrass and bottlebrush squirreltail, and no change for 

Wyoming big sagebrush.  No pedestalling or water flow patterns were observed and only grass 

litter was moving.  An infestation of cheatgrass was also observed near the salting ground in the 

North pasture.  The IDT rated the uplands in this allotment as PFC. 

 

Skeeters ï This allotment exhibited slight pedestalling and the plant community composition 

and distribution appeared to be affecting infiltration and runoff.  Some mortality and decadence 

was observed in the Wyoming big sagebrush.  Monitoring data at one site indicate that canopy 

cover of Idaho fescue is increasing, bluebunch wheatgrass is unchanged, and Sandberg bluegrass 

and Wyoming big sagebrush are decreasing.  Data from another monitoring site indicate that 

canopy cover of Idaho fescue, bluebunch wheatgrass, and Sandberg bluegrass are increasing, 

while frequency and canopy cover of Wyoming big sagebrush is decreasing.  Spotted knapweed 

was observed along the road and in the adjacent wash.  Upland conditions on this allotment are 

continuing to improve and it was rated as PFC.  

 

Skeeters Meadows ï This 58-acre custodial allotment consists of three parcels that are fenced 

and utilized with an irrigated pasture.  The vegetation includes bluebunch wheatgrass, Sandberg 

bluegrass, needle and thread, and Wyoming big sagebrush.  These parcels exhibit good annual 

production and reproductive capability of perennial plants and the soils show only slight signs of 

erosion.  Upland health in this allotment was rated as PFC. 

 

Smith Individual SGC ï This custodial allotment is split into two 80-acre parcels.  The western 

most parcel has a good composition of bluebunch wheatgrass, and Wyoming big sagebrush on 

the hillsides, but alkali sacaton and inland saltgrass were observed on the flat.  There is also a 

pocket of cheatgrass in an area that appears to have burned, but it does not seem to be expanding.  

The eastern parcel was dominated by blue grama and needle and thread, with some bluebunch 

wheatgrass in the draw.  The soils on this site appear stable because of the high proportion of 

coarse fragments.  The uplands in this allotment were rated as PFC, but certainly provide some 

opportunities for improvement. 

 

South Seven Springs ï The majority of the uplands on this allotment are dominated by 

bluebunch wheatgrass, needle and thread, Sandberg bluegrass, and Wyoming big sagebrush.  On 
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more limy sites, blue grama and needle and thread tend to dominate, while on several alkaline 

sites black greasewood, inland saltgrass, and alkali sacaton are present.  In the Grose pasture, 

monitoring data indicate an increase in frequency and canopy cover of Sandberg bluegrass and 

bluebunch wheatgrass, no change in blue grama, and an increase in canopy cover of Wyoming 

big sagebrush.  Monitoring data from the Bradley pasture indicate increases in frequency and 

canopy cover of bottlebrush squirreltail, western wheatgrass, and Wyoming big sagebrush and a 

decrease in black greasewood and rubber rabbitbrush.  Canopy cover of Sandberg bluegrass also 

increased, while blue grama decreased.  In the Burk pasture, monitoring data indicate that 

frequency and canopy cover of bluebunch wheatgrass, Sandberg bluegrass, and Idaho fescue 

increased, while threadleaf sedge and Wyoming big sagebrush have decreased.  Soils throughout 

the allotment show slight pedestalling and signs of soil erosion are more evident on lower 

elevation, limy and alkaline sites.  The IDT rated the uplands of this allotment as PFC. 

 

Twin Adam ï The IDT observed signs of historic soil loss, including slight pedestalling and a 

gully that is revegetating.  Mortality was also higher than expected for Wyoming big sagebrush.  

Representation of functional/structural groups, annual production, and reproductive capability of 

perennial plants matches what is expected for the site.  Monitoring data for canopy cover indicate 

increases for bluebunch wheatgrass and Sandberg bluegrass, a decrease for blue grama, and no 

change for Wyoming big sagebrush.  The uplands of this allotment were rated as PFC. 

 

Vipond-Glendale ï This allotment has been managed under a rest-rotation grazing system since 

the early 1980s.  The IDT noted slight pedestalling, a slight reduction in annual production, an 

increase in Wyoming big sagebrush, and spotted knapweed along the roads in Louie Lowe Basin.  

Monitoring data generally indicate an increase in the frequency and canopy cover of cool-season 

bunchgrasses (e.g., bluebunch wheatgrass, needle and thread, Sandberg bluegrass, western 

wheatgrass), and no change to decreasing frequency and canopy cover of Wyoming big 

sagebrush.  Data from one site in the Glendale pasture suggests a decline in blue grama, 

bluebunch wheatgrass, and Sandberg bluegrass, and an increase in needle and thread, but this site 

had been grazed prior to collecting the data.  The uplands in this allotment appear to be 

improving and were rated as PFC. 

 

Willow Creek Individual  ï The parcel of this allotment that lies west of Interstate 15 was 

dominated by blue grama, needle and thread, and pricklypear cactus and was rated as FAR-Static 

by the IDT.  The site exhibited reduced annual production, reduced litter, and reduced 

reproductive capability of perennial plants and a shift in the dominance of functional/structural 

groups.  These factors have also reduced the soils surfaceôs resistance to erosion, as evidenced by 

water flow patterns and some pedestals.  These conditions have likely resulted from repeated 

spring livestock grazing in conjunction with an adjacent State grazing lease.  The parcel of this 

allotment that lies east of Interstate 15 was dominated by bluebunch wheatgrass and Wyoming 

big sagebrush.  The vegetation on this site exhibited good annual production and reproductive 

capability, while the soils appeared to be stable.   The only concerns on this site are a dump 

containing old appliances and a pile of nylon baling twine, and several older vehicles that 

appeared to be parked on BLM near the ownership boundary. 

 

Unallotted ï The unallotted parcels are primarily located along the Big Hole River and are 

largely unsuitable for livestock grazing.  The uplands on the parcels near Maiden Rock and 



 

18 

Canyon Creek are dominated by bluebunch wheatgrass with some Douglas-fir and Rocky 

Mountain juniper, and curl-leaf mountain mahogany on rock outcrops.  The soils on these sites 

are very rocky and erosion did not appear to be excessive.  On the parcel adjacent to the Maiden 

Rock campground and the parcels near Trapper Creek, the vegetation is also dominated by 

bluebunch wheatgrass, needle and thread, and Wyoming big sagebrush.  The parcels adjacent to 

the USFS boundary are dominated by Idaho fescue and mountain big sagebrush bordered by 

Douglas-fir and Rocky Mountain juniper.  The uplands on these unallotted parcels were rated as 

PFC. 

 

Unleased ï The three unleased parcels are located near Cheery Creek.  One parcel, adjacent to 

the Cherry Creek allotment, is about 40 acres and is gently sloping with a southeast aspect.  This 

parcel has some bluebunch wheatgrass, but is dominated by needle and thread.  This parcel is 

unfenced from adjacent private property and has likely been grazed as evidenced by a shift in 

dominance of the functional/structural groups and the presence of pedestalling.  Another parcel 

borders the Seven Springs allotment and is located on a steep, north-facing hillside that is 

dominated by bluebunch wheatgrass and Wyoming big sagebrush and did not exhibit any signs 

of soils erosion in excess of what is expected for that site.  The third parcel is about 200 acres 

and also borders the Seven Springs allotment.  This parcel is dominated by bluebunch 

wheatgrass, needle and thread, and Wyoming big sagebrush and shows only slight signs of soils 

erosion.  The upland health on these unleased parcels was rated as PFC. 

 

Noxious Weeds and Cheatgrass Infestations 
Three noxious weeds of concern, leafy spurge, spotted knapweed and houndstongue, were found 

in the EPW.  

 

Leafy spurge, an aggressive noxious weed, is found on three allotments within the EPW.  There 

is a small infestation located in the southeast section of the Lost-Willow allotment.  On the 

Vipond-Glendale allotment, there are two small infestations.  One is located under the power 

lines in the southeastern corner and the other is located on a section of private ground within the 

forest boundary.  The Birch Creek allotment has five scattered infestations in the draws along the 

foothills south of Willow Creek.  The infestations were first found in 2004 by the Back Country 

Horsemen doing inventory and treatment of the area during a community spray day. 

 

All three of these leafy spurge infestations have been aggressively treated by both Beaverhead 

County and the BLM and in 2007 only a few scattered plants were found. 

 

Spotted knapweed is one of the more aggressive noxious weeds in the area administered by the 

Dillon Field Office.  These infestations are mostly small in size and are found scattered 

throughout the watershed, primarily along roads and trails accessible to the public.   

 

Houndstongue, a noxious weed that is toxic to animals due to high levels of alkaloids contained 

in the plant, is found scattered in trace amounts in various locations within the watershed along 

roads, trails, and streams.  Because of its seeds ability to cling to hair and clothing, the potential 

is high for it to be spread rapidly within the watershed. 
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Other noxious or invasive weeds present primarily as small patches and/or widely scattered 

infestations in the watershed include cheatgrass, common tansy, common mullein, black 

henbane, and Canada thistle.  Cheatgrass in found in small patches throughout the watershed 

primarily on south and west facing slopes where there has been some past disturbance.  Black 

henbane is found primarily along roads within the area.  Canada thistle is common in riparian 

bottoms that have had past disturbance.   

 

An infestation of Russian knapweed was found on private land along Trapper creek during a 

local community spray day.  Russian knapweed is a rhizomatous perennial plant that can 

reproduce by seed, root shoots or root fragments (of less than 1 inch in length).  This noxious 

weed causes ñchewing diseaseò, is toxic to horses, and  also shows allelopathic properties by 

accumulating high levels of zinc in the soil surrounding the plant thus impeding the growth of 

more desirable species.  Due to these characteristics, this invaderôs potential to invade 

surrounding public lands is very high.  Proactive detection and prevention measures should be 

taken to prevent Russian knapweed from spreading onto public lands. 

  

Since 1989, BLM has been involved in cooperative control efforts with Beaverhead County and    

private land owners in the EPW.   Throughout this period, the goal has been to prevent new 

noxious weed infestations and control or eradicate existing infestations in Beaverhead County 

using Integrated Pest Management.  Table 4 shows the herbicide treatments applied in the EPW 

during the past four years. 

 

Table 4.  Acres treated and inventoried for noxious weed infestations within the East 

Pioneer Watershed. 
Year Acres Treated Acres Inventoried 

2005 25 1000 

2006 30 1200 

2007 15 900 

2008 20 1100 

 

 

Recommendations for Upland Health 

1. Address site-specific concerns noted above, via adjustments in livestock grazing 

management or construction of structural range improvement projects, on the 15 

allotments in which the uplands are generally healthy or improving. 

2. Adjust grazing management on the Willow Creek Individual and Childs Individual SGC 

allotments to increase canopy cover and composition of cool-season bunchgrasses and 

forbs. 

3. Consider incorporating the unleased parcels into the adjacent allotments, without 

increasing the permitted AUMs, to facilitate better management. 

4. Adjust the boundary of the Seven Springs allotment. 

5. Continue to work cooperatively with Beaverhead County and other agencies, landowners 

and partners to manage noxious weeds within the EPW.   

6. Continue the existing education effort on weed identification and prevention measures 

with the primary education target being hunters and other recreationists. 



 

20 

7. Continue or increase the use of Integrated Weed Management tools to treat noxious 

weeds within the EPW, with spotted knapweed being the highest priority noxious weed to 

treat.   

8. Where accessible and cost effective, treat houndstongue to prevent further spread.  When 

a biological control for houndstongue is approved for use by the Animal and Plant Health 

Inspection Service (APHIS), release these insects into the larger infestations, generally 

along riparian areas in the EPW, to help control the spread of houndstongue. 

9. Maintain intensive treatment efforts on the known leafy spurge infestations to reduce 

their size and vigor, eventually eradicating these infestations. 

10.  Explore the possibility of working cooperatively with private landowners to stop the 

spread of Russian knapweed in the Trapper creek drainage. 

 

 

Riparian and Wetland Areas 
 

Western Montana Standard #2: "Riparian and wetland areas are in proper functioning 

condition." 
 

Procedure to Determine Conformance with the Standard 

Several complimentary monitoring and evaluation methodologies were utilized in the assessment 

of the riparian systems in the EPW to determine conformance with Standard # 2.  Lotic and 

Lentic Riparian Area Management Assessment Methodologies (TR 1737 15 and 16), also known 

as PFC Assessment Methodologies, were used to evaluate riparian systems and wet meadows.  A 

Guide to Managing, Restoring, and Conserving Springs in the Western United States (TR 1737-

17) was used for springs.  These technical references are available to the public at the Dillon 

Field Office or on the BLM Library webpage at http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm 

 

Streams were inventoried utilizing the Montana Riparian Wetland Association (MRWA) 

method, which was modified to include measurements of channel dimensions (bankfull width, 

mean bankfull depth, floodprone width) and observations of bed materials.  The MRWA method 

inventories and measures physical and vegetative characteristics.  Physical measurements are 

utilized to tentatively classify streams at Rosgen Level II as well as to assess channel 

morphology and stability.  Vegetative species composition, cover, vigor and/or regeneration are 

observed.  In addition, existing Cover Board studies are re-read.  The Riparian Cover Board 

monitoring method measures changes in woody vegetation cover.  Prior to the IDTôs assessment, 

seasonal staff re-read established Cover Board plots on three stream reaches and inventoried 14 

perennial streams in the watershed using the MRWA method.   

 

The PFC lotic assessment evaluates stream geometry, channel morphology and stability, 

hydrological function, riparian vegetative conditions, as well as soil erosion and deposition.  

Applicable portions of the lentic methodology were used to assess springs and wet meadows.  

During the summer and fall of 2008, the IDT completed PFC assessments.  The MRWA and 

Cover Board monitoring data (where available) were evaluated and considered when assessing 

functionality. 

 

http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm
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Federal protection of wetlands and riparian systems became official policy under the authority of 

two Executive Orders issued in 1977.  The majority of developed springs in the EPW were 

developed prior to the issuance of these orders, other federal laws, directives, or regulations for 

the management and protection of wetlands (Mitch 2007).  Current management direction 

requires minimization of wetland loss or degradation, as well as preservation and enhancement 

of natural and beneficial values.  This includes maintenance of hydrology.  Management, 

restoration and conservation of springs are resource management objectives for the BLM.   

 

The National Wetland Inventory (NWI) has not been completed for the State of Montana (FWS 

2007).  Wetland mapping in Southwest Montana is limited.  There is no NWI coverage for the 

EPW.  In recognition of the need for a comprehensive wetland inventory, the Montana/Dakotas 

BLM is working with and providing funding to Montana Natural Heritage Program to update and 

ground truth NWI information.  Once the mapping is complete, the information will be available 

in digitized form.  Digitized NWI information will greatly assist the BLM to quantify wetland 

resources.  Absent this information, the BLM IDT assessed known wetland areas as well as 

inventoried areas likely to incorporate wetland resources.  

 

Many of the resources in the assessment area were originally described based upon mapped 

information, aerial photos, and USGS topography quad maps.  Ground truthing has verified that 

a number of the mapped reaches are dry washes, lack riparian soils or plants, and have 

subsequently been removed from the stream/wetland inventory.  New resources were assessed 

and mapped in the process of assessing the watershed.  After the elimination of some reaches and 

the addition of others, 26 reaches totaling 20.3 miles, one spring province encompassing five 

spring sources, and several isolated springs were assessed.  As part of the EPW assessment 

process, the resource inventory database has been updated based upon inventories, field notes, 

and photographs.  The riparian areas within the EPW are illustrated on the maps of East Pioneer 

Stream Reaches (Maps 3 & 4). 

 

In addition to undeveloped springs, spring developments were inspected to determine flow, 

wetland function, infrastructure condition, and wildlife concerns.   

 

Affected Environment 
 

Vegetation 

A comprehensive classification system of wetlands and deepwater habitats developed by the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service (Cowardin et al., 1979) defines wetlands by plants (hydrophytes), soils 

(hydric soils), and frequency of flooding.  The structure of the ñCowardinò wetland classification 

is hierarchical, progressing from Systems and Subsystems, at the most general levels, to Classes, 

Subclasses, and Dominance Types.  Systems refer to a complex of wetlands and deepwater 

habitats that share the influence of similar hydrologic, geomorphologic, chemical, or biological 

factors while Class describes the general appearance of the habitat in terms of either the 

dominant life form of the vegetation or the physiography and composition of the substrate. 

 

Two Cowardin wetland systems, Riverine and Palustrine, are found on public lands within the 

EPW.  In general terms the Riverine System includes all wetlands and deepwater habitats 

contained within a channel that have less than 30% vegetative cover.  The Big Hole River is an 




