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EXECUTI VE

SUMMARY

The Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act of 2019 (H.R. 1321 and S. 827) was
introduced by Carolyn Maloney (D-NY12) in the House of Representatives and by Sheldon
Whitehouse (D-RI) in the Senate in early 2019. The Act is a sweeping piece of federal
legislation that strengthens protections on public lands across Montana, Idaho, Wyoming,
Oregon, and Washington that are managed by the USDA Forest Service, Bureau of Land
Management, National Park Service, and US Fish and Wildlife Service. This bioregion is
home to some of the country’s largest remaining wildlands, but a history of natural resource
extraction and human development has slowly eroded its ecological integrity. The Act aims
to protect long-term ecosystem health by designating 23 million acres of roadless areas as
wilderness and over 1,800 miles of waterways as Wild and Scenic Rivers. In addition, it
creates

a

system

of

three

million

acres

of

biological

connecting

corridors

to

connect

fragmented wildlife populations and restores one million acres of degraded lands.
This report details a hypothetical program design for implementing the Northern Rockies
Ecosystem Protection Act of 2019. It outlines staffing plans, budgets, and timelines over an
initial three-year period, at the end of which the legislation mandates an independent panel
of scientists prepare a progress report for Congress. The USDA Forest Service manages
most of the federal land in the region and, therefore, will administer the new program out of
existing regional offices. The Forest Service will also facilitate an interagency team made
up

of

an

equal

number

of

public

and

private

representatives

that

will

make

recommendations to guide the program’s success.
The program design is split into three main areas: corridor planning, restoration, and
assessment and monitoring. Corridor planning teams will engage with local land managers
and owners to plan for effective wildlife movement using cooperative agreements, land
trades,

and

land

acquisitions.

Restoration

teams

will

work

with

private

contractors

to

manage on-the-ground projects to recover degraded lands. The assessment and monitoring
team will track landscape and ecological indicators across the entire bioregion to plan and
report on the program’s implementation.
The politics of this legislation are complicated by the different scales it represents.
Proponents of the Act argue that top-down action is required to conserve this landscape for
sustained use and enjoyment by future generations. Opponents believe that lands in the
West are best managed locally. The value of the Northern Rockies is widely celebrated,
however, and this program offers a plan for collaborative stewardship.
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I. INTRODUCTION
The Northern Rockies Bioregion extends over five states in the northwestern United
States: Wyoming, Idaho, Montana, Washington and Oregon. The ecological and cultural
value of the region makes it a sanctuary for wildlife and some of the most popular wildlands
in the country for recreation and outdoor activity. Though it contains some of the last
remaining wilderness in the continental United States, the legacy of extractive industry and
human development poses a serious threat to aspects of ecosystem health. Threats include
water

pollution,

land

degradation,

and

the

fragmentation

and

decline

of

wildlife

populations. The bioregion contains some of the highest ratios of federally-owned land to
privately-owned
Department

of

land

in

the

Agriculture’s

country,
Forest

and

these

Service

public

lands

(USDA-FS)

and

are
the

managed
U.S.

by

the

U.S.

Department

of

Interior’s Bureau of Land Management (BLM), National Park Service (NPS), and U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service (USFWS). While around nine million acres of federal land in the
bioregion
federal

are

already

government

designated

provides

as

leases

wilderness
on

other

under

the

public

Wilderness

lands

for

Act

activities

of

1964,

like

the

timber

harvesting, mineral extraction, and oil and gas development. Such extractive industries
generate economic activity but also degrade the quality of waters, erode soils, and fragment
wildlife habitats.
The Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act would limit the scope of extractive
activities throughout the region by strengthening federal protections on remaining roadless
areas and facilitating public-private cooperative agreements and land trades to promote
habitat connectivity (Figure 1). These protections include:
23 million acres of new wilderness areas, as designated by the Wilderness Act of 1964.
1,800 miles of new wild and scenic rivers, as designated by the Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act of 1968.
2.9 million acres of biological connecting corridors, with some areas that fall under the
protections of the Wilderness Act of 1964 and others which will be managed according
to the Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act of 1960 with restrictions on some extractive
activity and road densities.
One million acres of wildland restoration and recovery areas.

Figure 1. Map of the
extent of federal land
and wilderness
protections, both
before and after the
passage of the Act, but
excluding biological
connecting corridors
(Alliance for the Wild
Rockies, n.d.; Save
America's Forests,
2016; Streater, 2019).
Map Data Source: US
Geological Survey, US
Census Bureau; USDA
Forest Service;
Wilderness Connect.
Map:
Beryl Sinclair.
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II. PROGRAM DESIGN
The program proposed here gives a broad plan of action for implementing the goals of
the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act for the first three years after passage of the
legislation. As most of the federal land in the Northern Rockies Bioregion is owned and
managed by the USDA-FS, including all of the existing wilderness areas, this will be the
agency to administer the program. The USDA-FS will coordinate efforts with other federal,
state, and local agencies, while also convening an interagency team with private sector
representatives and conservation groups to regularly review and monitor the progress of the
program’s goals.
The bulk of the program’s activities and budget is structured around the planning and
implementation of biological connecting corridors and restoration and recovery areas as
these designations require significant resources to plan and manage. Another component of
the program will be to evaluate the overall ecological integrity of all areas designated for
additional

protections

in

the

Act

to

holistically

measure

the

long-term

success

of

the

legislation. Implementation teams will be responsible for the on-the-ground management of
these three programmatic areas and will be based out of USDA-FS Administrative Regions
1 and 4 (Appendix A).
Therefore, the program outlined in this report consists of three sub-programs covered in
the following sections: Corridor Planning, Restoration, and Assessment and Monitoring.
This program design spans the first three years of the implementation of the Act, at the end
of which a progress report will be submitted to Congress (Figure 2).

Figure 2. This calendar covers the first three years of the program’s development and implementation. A progress
report is due to Congress at the end of the third year.

Interagency Coordination
Interagency

coordination

is

key

to

the

success

of

the

goals

of

the

legislation.

The

Secretary of Agriculture and the Secretary of the Interior, per legislative mandate, will
create a collaborative working group known as the Bioregion Interagency Team. This team
will “monitor, evaluate and make recommendations” to achieve the goals of the Northern
Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act and manage the implementation of the program design
(S. 827, 2019; H.R. 1321, 2019).
By design, this team balances the interests of public and private stakeholders, consisting
of 13 staff members from each of the two sectors. The 13 public sector staff include
representatives from the USDA-FS, USFWS, BLM, NPS, and state forestry and natural
resources agencies. As the lead agency to administer the program, the USDA-FS will create
a new position, the Northern Rockies Bioregion Executive Director, who manages programs
throughout the entire bioregion and the reporting cycle. The Executive Director will then
hire a Northern Rockies Bioregion Deputy Director, Monitoring Manager, Budget Analyst,
and Administrator into the USDA-FS. These employees are referred to as the Director's
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Office in this report. Other federal representatives on the interagency team are drawn from
existing
Assistant

staff

and

Director

Operations

from

include
of

the

the

Deputy

Resources
NPS,

and

and
five

Director

Planning
staff

of

from

members

Operations
the

BLM,

from

from
the

the

USFWS,

Deputy

individual

state

the

Director
forestry

of

and

national resource departments.
The thirteen private sector representatives consist of eight representatives from relevant
industries, distributed across oil and gas, mining, timber, and tourism/recreation, while the
other five representatives are from conservation organizations and other non-profits. The
private stakeholders are not employees of this program – their efforts on behalf of the
Interagency

Team

are

supported

by

their

sponsoring

organizations

or

employers.

The

organizational structure of the Interagency Team is summarized in Figure 3.

Figure 3. The organizational structure of the Bioregion Interagency Team. Agency logos indicate existing federal
roles, green boxes indicate new federal positions, and person symbols indicate public and private stakeholders
representing the diversity of interests in the region.

Implementation Teams
Implementation teams are responsible for managing the on-the-ground programmatic
activities

mandated

by

the

legislation.

These

teams

will

report

to

existing

USDA-FS

regional foresters who report on the program’s success to the Northern Rockies Bioregion
Executive Director (Appendix A). These two teams are based in USDA-FS Administrative
Regions 1 and 4 as they contain nearly all of the restoration areas and biological connecting
corridors in the Act (Figure 4). Each implementation team is headed by a new Director of
Bioregion Programs. Approximately three-quarters of the overall program’s budget and
resources are allocated to the team in Region 1 and one-quarter to Region 4, based on the
locations of the restoration areas and designated wildlife corridors (Appendix D).

Figure 4. The USDA Forest Service
administrative regions with implementation
offices in Missoula, MT (Region 1) and
Idaho Falls, ID (Region 4) (Save America’s
Forests, 2016). Map Data Source: US
Geological Survey, US Census Bureau,
USDA Forest Service. Map: Beryl Sinclair
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Independent Panel of Scientists
The final component of the staffing of this Act is an independent panel of scientists
appointed

by

the

National

Academy

of

Sciences

in

consultation

with

the

Society

for

Conservation Biology. The panel of scientists, made up of ten representatives from different
disciplines

such

as

ecology,

botany,

wildlife

biology,

geology,

soil

science,

and

environmental chemistry, reports on the implementation of the Act for the first three years.
The panel also recommends additional actions, especially regarding protection of roadless
areas and funding requirements to meet the goals of the Act. The independent panel of
scientists, in collaboration with the other programmatic teams, are key to the successful
implementation of the long-term goals of the legislation.

III. PROGRAM DESIGN:
CORRIDOR PLANNING
Overview
Although the region as a whole has extensive wildlands, areas within the Northern
Rockies Bioregion have been degraded as a result of a long history of natural resource
extraction and other forms of human disturbance (Cushman, 2015). Extractive activities
require

the

adjacent

creation

habitats

of

roads,

(Fahrig,

which

2003).

create

barriers

Fragmentation

to
can

wildlife

movement

isolate

segments

and

degrade

of

wildlife

populations, leading to declines via inbreeding and physiological stress, and can degrade
habitat by facilitating the invasion of exotic species (Tyser and Worley, 1992). This process
has led to significant reduction in various wildlife populations, reflected especially by a
reduction

in

populations

of

large

carnivores

such

as

grey

wolves

and

grizzly

bears

(Cushman and Landguth, 2012).
The Act designates 2.9 million acres as biological connecting corridors divided into
eighteen distinct areas (Figure 5; Appendix D). Corridors are defined as uninterrupted,
narrow

natural

landscapes

and

habitats

that

encourage

wildlife

movement

to

prevent

population isolation (Rosenberg et al., 1997). Corridors can be evaluated using a Least-Cost
Path Analysis, which delineates a path for wildlife with the lowest resistance (i.e., the most
probable pathway wildlife would take) to manage the genetic diversity of a population
(Parks et al., 2013). Federal land in the corridors would be managed under the Multiple-Use
Sustained-Yield Act of 1960 or the Wilderness Act of 1964, depending on the present
condition of the land. While some extractive leases may be granted on a case-by-case basis
within these corridors, new extractive endeavors, such as timber harvesting, mining, and oil
exploration, development and road construction or reconstruction would be prohibited in
these special corridor management areas as detailed in Section 203 of the legislation. The
Act also specifies that the federal land management agency responsible for administering
the proposed biological connecting corridors take immediate action to decrease road density
to no more than 0.25 miles of road per square mile of land, with the ultimate aim of
achieving zero miles of road per square mile, although this will exempt existing major roads
and highways.
Each biological connecting corridor will be primarily managed by the USDA Forest
Service

(USDA-FS)

with

assistance

from

the

local

offices

of

the

Bureau

of

Land

Management (BLM). These agencies will evaluate land ownership and stakeholder needs
within the corridors in their jurisdictions to create cooperative agreements to best facilitate
wildlife movement and ecological integrity.
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Figure 5. The biological connecting corridors designated by the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act, totaling
2.9 million acres. Source: Save America’s Forests (2019) (reproduced with permission).

Corridor Planning Mechanisms and Activities
The USDA-FS and BLM will negotiate purchases or exchanges of land to increase the
connectivity of corridors with respect to wildlife movement. This may lead to land deals
such as:
Land Trades where private landowners are given the option of exchanging their land for
federal land of equally assessed value.
Land Acquisitions where private landowners have the option of selling their land to the
federal government.
The federal government will also enter into cooperative agreements with public and private
landowners, including sovereign tribes, to jointly establish corridor management activities
with land remaining legally owned by the landowner. This could involve the removal of
barriers to wildlife movement such as roads or fences.
Extractive leases within corridor designations will be subject to re-evaluation, and
monitoring will be performed to manage the impacts of any new development. Future
commercial activities on federal land will be determined on a case-by-case basis. If a parcel
of land acquired through a trade or acquisition is determined to be of a low quality for
wildlife movement, restoration would be needed. This land would then go through the
restoration processes described in Section IV of this report.
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Staffing, Budget, and Calendar
New corridor planning staff will be needed in both the USDA-FS and the BLM. The
corridor

planning

organizational

structure

will

be

replicated

across

USDA-FS

Administrative Regions 1 and 4, with thirteen new hires planned for Region 1 and six new
hires for Region 4 (Figure 6; Appendix B). Each team will be headed by a biological
connecting corridor supervisor who oversees new hires to negotiate agreements and perform
outreach to landowners. In Region 1, six new land acquisition specialists and one lawyer
will be hired to handle the exchanges and purchases from private landowners. An ecological
assessment coordinator will be hired to work with an engineering team to assess and plan
the recovery of degraded land and the removal of human structures. A communications
team of two will handle the public-facing aspects of the corridor planning program. Region
4 has a smaller area to manage than Region 1, so only six new staff will be hired to the
region’s new Northern Rockies Bioregion Department. This region’s Supervisor will be
supported

by

one

lawyer,

one

engineer,

one

public

affairs

specialist,

one

ecological

assessment coordinator, and one land adjustment coordinator. The number of hires was
determined based on existing staff in each regional USDA-FS office by determining the
ratio of each area of expertise to the amount of land managed.
Additionally, two corridor planning liaisons will be hired in the BLM, one each in the
Idaho

State

coordination

Office
with

and

the

the

Montana/Dakotas

USDA-FS

and

local

State

Office

stakeholders.

The

to

provide

same

hiring

interagency
pattern

was

applied to the hires within BLM as the USDA-FS by looking at existing staff and their
ratios.

Figure 6. The organizational structure for the corridor planning program in the USDA Forest Service. This structure
will be created in both Administrative Regions 1 and 4. Green shading indicates executive and interagency roles, and
red shading indicates the new hires for the corridor planning teams.
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The total annual budget for managing the biological connecting corridor program is estimated
at $64 million dollars per year, including approximately $2 million for annual personnel costs and
administrative overhead and $62 million in expenditures related to land acquisitions and trades
over years two and three of the program (Appendix B, Table B-3). Program staff will be hired at
the beginning of the first year to start planning and outreach by the second quarter. Land trades
and acquisitions will be mainly implemented during the second and third year leading up to the
comprehensive

report

due

to

Congress.

The

results

of

this

assessment

could

lead

to

recommendations of further funding allocations for the corridor program, which could include
both

additional

land

acquisitions

and

projects

such

as

the

construction

of

overpasses

or

underpasses to facilitate wildlife movement across highways.

Performance Management
Specific measures for evaluating the successful implementation of the corridor planning
program

involve

monitoring

land

trades

and

acquisitions,

commercial

activities,

and

barriers to species movement. These relevant metrics are the:

number of acres purchased and/or traded.
money and effort spent on each landowner agreement.
value of extractive industry leases.
amount of timber harvested.
extent of barriers such as roads, fences, etc. removed.

Planning and managing connecting corridors will incorporate an important social
component on top of the ecological evaluation performed by each Ecological Assessment
Coordinator. Other teams will manage aspects of stakeholder engagement (i.e., the human
dimensions)

to

communities,
management
ecological

maintain

tribal
of

the

goals

relationships

leaders,

and

connecting

mandated

by

state

with

and

corridors
the

bill

private

local

will

and

have

the

landowners,

agencies.
to

corporations,

Feedback

consider

sometimes

a

for

balance

conflicting

local

improving
between

socio-economic

realities of the region.

Case Study: Sapphire Mountains-Continental
Divide Connecting Corridor
The Sapphire Mountains/Continental Divide Corridor established by the bill
highlights

the

complexity

involved

in

coordinating

the

needs

of

landowners

in

federal, state, and local agencies, sovereign tribal nations, and the private sector
while improving improve wildlife movement. This biological connecting corridor is
120,000 acres in total and managed by both the USDA Forest Service (Region 1
Missoula

Office)

and

Bureau

of

Land

Management

(Missoula

Field

Office).

It

includes several national forests including Bitterroot National Forest, BeaverheadDeerlodge National Forest, and Lolo National Forest. The corridor is designed to
encourage

wildlife

movement

between

the

Salmon-Selway

Ecosystem

to

the

southwest and the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem to the northeast. This
corridor is an integral link between the northwest corridors and southeast corridors
of the entire bioregion (Figure 7).
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the
the

Figure 7. The proposed biological connecting corridor in western Montana, totaling 120,000 acres with land
ownership as of November 2019 (Save America's Forests, 2019). Map Source Data: Montana Cadastral;
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks; US Geological Survey, US Census Bureau; USDA Forest Service;
Wilderness Connect. Map: Beryl Sinclair.

Interstate 90 runs east-west through the corridor and represents a challenge for
corridor connectivity as the Act exempts major highways from further regulation.
The implementation team managing this corridor will have to evaluate the cost and
effectiveness of potential underpasses or overpasses to facilitate wildlife movement
across this road. The corridor also includes the city of Missoula, Montana with a
population of roughly 70,000 in the city center.
Figure 7 shows the complex mosaic of land ownership in the corridor. The
federal

government

landowners,
overall

develop

corridor

Conservancy,

a

will

need

to

agreements

connectivity
conservation

initiate

such

to

as

trades

encourage

non-profit,

or

acquisitions

conservation

has

wildlife

easements,
movement.

already

brokered

with
and
The

private
evaluate
Nature

easements

with

private landowners on a significant portion of private land in the corridor, so the
corridor planning team will need to coordinate with the organization to work with
existing

stewardship

include

the

plans

Confederated

(The
Salish

Nature
and

Conservancy,

Kootenai

2018).

Tribes

of

Other

the

stakeholders

Flathead

Nation,

Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, the City of Missoula, and local residents and
community groups. The corridor team will have to go through a robust planning and
community engagement process to develop cooperative agreements that balance
different interests with measures to ensure ecological success.
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IV. PROGRAM DESIGN:
RESTORATION
Overview
After the enactment of the bill, approximately one million acres of land will be designated as
wildland restoration and recovery areas. These lands have been degraded from prior land uses to
such an extent that they cannot be considered as wilderness. Targeted efforts in these areas would
therefore restore the former ‘wilderness character’. Examples of actions to restore land damaged
by extractive activities include replanting vegetation, reducing or eliminating invasive species,
facilitating native species diversity, stabilizing soils for erosion prevention, recontouring slopes,
removing man made barriers, and restoring water quality (H.R. 1321, 2019).
These active interventions highlight the program’s commitment to undoing the impacts from
industrial timber harvest, mining, and oil and natural gas extraction. An alternative would be to
follow an exclusively passive approach, but active restoration techniques will be prioritized to
accelerate the process of landscape restoration (Steven-Rumann et al., 2017). In each restoration
area,

context-dependent

research

and

assessment

will

be

performed

to

determine

the

most

appropriate recovery plan. Active restoration under the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection
Act will also create employment opportunities, ultimately contributing to both ecological and
economic gains in the region.
Recovering landscapes at the intensity and scale of the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection
Act will be costly. The restoration program makes up roughly 80% of the total three-year program
budget. Choosing which criteria of restoration success to use must be established at the beginning
of the process so that success can be appropriately evaluated (Ruiz-Jaen et al., 2005). Thus, to
better organize the implementation of landscape restoration across the bioregion, the program
divides recovery into three main activities: soil management, wildland species composition, and
environmental remediation (i.e., the removal of toxic materials and manmade structures). Projects
that will require erosion control and toxic chemical removal are significantly more expensive than
those that will mainly necessitate the replanting of riparian buffers. In terms of wildland species
composition, projects involving the removal of invasive species will be more expensive than those
that will only require reintroducing native species. These activities provide an effective basis for
organizing on-the-ground work. On a thematic level, these activities also identify the areas of
degradation brought about by human activities like unsustainable timber harvest (tree clearing
reducing species abundance and diversity), natural gas extraction (fracking wastes causing toxic
pollution in waterways), and other infrastructure developments (roads facilitating erosion through
their effect on geomorphic processes).

Staffing, Budget, and Calendar
On-the-ground restoration work will be conducted primarily by private contractors
(Figure 8). These private actors are heavy-equipment operators, invasive species specialists,
and

foresters

who

will

perform

the

mechanical

tasks

needed

to

begin

the

restoration

process. Engaging private companies also contributes to the wider integration of the local
private sector into developing a green economy. Contracting under this program design will
follow

the

legislation

rules
that

of

the

requires

WILD
a

Act

contract

(Wildlife
to

Innovation

delineate

the

and

area

Longevity

impacted,

Driver

Act),

disclose

what

management techniques are used, and estimate the cost and time of the project (S. 862,
2017).
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Contract
supervisor.
number

and

restoration
ultimately

specialists

Together,
scope

the

of

supervisors
reports

to

hired

within

contract

contracts
report

the

each

specialists

granted

to

regional

their

in

region
and
each

relevant

foresters

report

to

restoration
region.
director

directly

their

The
of

relevant

supervisors
contract

bioregion

connected

to

the

restoration

determine
specialists

the
and

programs,

who

interagency

team

(Figure 8).
Hiring for new positions will take place in the first year following the passage of the
Act. Assembling restoration and recovery plans will also start in the first year to prepare for
implementation and contracting to start in the second year. Restoration activities are then
expected to continue into the third year prior to the entire program being evaluated by
Congress. Total personnel costs and administrative overheads for new USDA-FS staff are
estimated at about $0.7 million annually. The cost of private contracts are estimated at
around $500 per acre for one million acres, totaling an average annual cost of $225 million
over the first two years of implementation (Appendix B, Table B-4; Rizzo, 2001; Joyner,
2011).

Figure 8. The organizational structure for the wildland restoration and recovery program in both USDA Forest Service
Administrative Regions 1 and 4. Green shading indicates executive and interagency roles, and blue shading shows the
new hires of the restoration team.

Performance Management
The strategies for restoring a degraded landscape are based in science. Therefore, the
foundation

of

the

restoration

program

assessment

rests

on

satisfying

certain

ecological

indicators and are discussed in greater depth in the Assessment & Monitoring section of this
report (Section VI). Since restoration projects are carried out by contractors, these teams
will also be evaluated based on the success of the project. Private contractors will be
retained both for implementing restoration activities and for collecting data necessary for
the overarching monitoring work performed by the federal agencies. Moreover, while the
program design is explicitly divided by designation, data collected for restoration, corridors,
and wilderness areas and wild and scenic rivers will be shared. Recovery work on lands
acquired through the corridor planning program further illustrates the potential for overlap
among the program activities.
In addition to the ecological impact assessments, staff evaluations are also part of the
restoration performance management. These evaluations will follow USDA-FS standards.
Lastly, budget review for the wildland restoration and recovery program will be done at the
level of the interagency team.

10

Case Study: Betty Baptiste Project
The Betty Baptiste Project is a restoration project in Flathead National Forest,
Montana. While this project is within the Northern Rockies Bioregion, the project
lies outside of the legislative boundaries of the Act. The project area covers 20,000
acres, and nearly 2,000 of those acres will be treated using pre-commercial thinning,
shelterwood

logging,

Department

of

seed-tree

Agriculture,

regeneration,

2018;

Scott,

and

prescribed

2018).

These

burning

techniques

(U.S.

aim

at

restructuring and diversifying forest stands. The wildland restoration and recovery
areas

of

the

Northern

Rockies

Ecosystem

Protection

Act

will

employ

similar

strategies over a much larger scale to restore approximately one million acres of
degraded land. The Betty Baptiste Project serves as an illustration of the kinds of
restoration approaches that occur in an area with common ecological conditions.
Moreover, the Betty Baptiste project’s environmental impact assessment reflects
comparable targets and indicators for restoration success.
The Betty Baptiste project is divided into three sections that highlight different
land

uses:

vegetation

management.

This

management,

range

of

land

transportation

management

management,

issues

is

and

common

recreation

throughout

the

Northern Rockies. Despite potential conflicts of interest among local stakeholders,
the goal of the Betty Baptiste Project is to balance ecological restoration with timber
productivity,

recreational

opportunities,

and

transportation

networks

(U.S.

Department of Agriculture, 2018). To provide a variety of wood products to the
local

economy,

the

project

prioritizes

harvesting

dead

or

near-death

trees.

In

addition, restoration activities will improve existing recreational areas through trail
renovations,

scenic

improvements

to

minimize

are

motorized

use

area

manage

transport

upgrades,
soil

examples
on

of

wildlife

and

stability
actions
and

parking

and
that

area

expansions.

camouflaging
mitigate

geomorphology.

the

temporary
negative

Finally,

the

Drainage
roads

to

impacts

of

Betty

Baptiste

Project’s public comment history mirrors the Act’s emphasis on collaboration with
local actors to ensure inclusive and knowledge-based decision making. Indeed, local
input for the Betty Baptiste Project resulted in important plan modifications.

Figure 9. View northeastward across Hungry Horse Reservoir in Montana near the Betty Baptiste Project area.
Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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V. ASSESSMENT AND MONITORING
The

Northern

Rockies

Ecosystem

Protection

Act

defines

success

as

“protect[ing]

ecological integrity and continuity… in order to restore the wilderness character of the
land” (H.R. 1321, 2019). Responding to these goals, the program designed in this report
includes an interagency staffing structure and budget plan to carry out activities related to
corridor planning, wildland restoration, wilderness and wild and scenic river designations,
and monitoring. In order to determine whether projects are implemented appropriately,
resources are used efficiently, and intended goals are achieved, monitoring and assessment
of critical ecological and performance metrics will be necessary.
The Director’s Office of the interagency team will supervise the overall assessment and
monitoring

process

using

information

reported

through

geographic

information

systems

(GIS) used to monitor satellite data, produce maps, and manage data to detect changes in the
Northern Rockies Bioregion. The monitoring teams created in Regions 1 and 4 will collect
data and report on ecological indicators to determine whether the major goals of protecting
native species and water quality, connecting genes and habitats, and renewing the intrinsic
value of productive land have been achieved. Specifically, the monitoring teams will give
the Director’s Office status reports analyzing the restoration of vegetative cover, water
quality, and wildlife habitats throughout the region (Figure 10).

Figure 10. This chart shows an example set of Northern Rockies Bioregion ecological indicators.

Staffing, Budget, and Calendar
New employees will be hired for the assessment and monitoring teams in Regions 1 and
4 (Figure 11). To monitor the long term progress of the Act, monitoring supervisors will be
employed

in

both

regions

to

oversee

data

collection

and

GIS

monitoring.

Geospatial

specialists will be hired to analyze remote-sensing data, and contracts will be issued for
ground-truthing to supplement satellite imagery. The contractors will collect field data to
assess the progress of wildland recovery, wildlife use of corridors, and the effectiveness of
wilderness designations. In addition, a GIS specialist for the Northern Rockies Bioregion
will be added to the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) to support the
evaluation of programs focused on wildlife movement.
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Figure 11. The organizational structure for the assessment and monitoring program in both USDA Forest Service
Administrative Regions 1 and 4. Green shading indicates executive and interagency roles, and yellow shading shows
the new hires of the assessment and monitoring teams.

The total annual personnel cost and administrative overhead for the monitoring team is
approximately $0.8 million. In addition to the activities of full-time federal staff, private
contractors will be hired who specialize in field data collection and on-site ecological
assessments.

These

contracts

are

estimated

to

cost

$580,000

in

each

year.

Altogether,

assessment and monitoring will have a fixed annual cost of $1.35 million, which is less than
1% of the program’s total three-year budget (Appendix B, Table B-5).

Reporting Process
Within three years after the enactment of the legislation, the Secretaries of the Interior
and Agriculture must submit an implementation report to the Committee on Energy and
Natural Resources of the Senate and the Committee on Natural Resources of the House of
Representatives.

The

report

will

be

prepared

by

the

independent

panel

of

scientists

described in Section II of this report using data sources from the monitoring team. It will
outline the implementation of the bill during the preceding three years as well as identify
additional projects, activities, and funding necessary to achieve the goals of the Act moving
forward.
In order to regularly analyze information needed for the final implementation report,
every six months, status reports will be submitted from implementation team to bioregional
departments, and the interagency team will meet to assess the status of the implementation.
Finally,

based

on

the

reports

from

the

implementation

teams

as

well

as

the

recommendations from the whole interagency team, the Bioregion Director’s Office will
work with the panel of scientists to make modifications and develop future plans for the
program (Figure 12). To assess whether the newly hired staff under the implementation
team are meeting expectations, the monitoring supervisor, geospatial team, GIS specialists,
and

contractors

will

all

be

evaluated

according

performance management standards and procedures.
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to

current

USDA

Forest

Service

Figure 12. The overall structure of the program. The USDA Forest Service will administer the program in
coordination with the Bureau of Land Management, National Park Service, and Fish and Wildlife Service. The
program will plan, implement, manage, and evaluate the success of the goals and new land designations of the Act
with regular review by an interagency team.

VI. POLITICAL CONTEXT
Stakeholders
Arguments

against

the

Northern

Rockies

Ecosystem

Protection

Act

are

primarily

concerned with local rights, particularly those of management of land and water resources.
Some stakeholders are concerned that more stringent protection of the lands will weaken
the local economy by limiting economic activity, such as motorized recreation and resource
extraction (Pinedale Online, 2009). Extractive activities in timber, oil and gas, and minerals
would be limited by the designations of the bill, concerning some local municipalities due
to potential loss of revenue. For example, under the Act, 1.3 million acres in Sublette
County in Wyoming will gain additional protections at the cost of losing 40% of timber
land (Pinedale Online, 2009).
repopulation
(Bergstrom
politicians

of
et

predators

al,

2009).

representing

Ranchers who oppose the legislation fear it will lead to the

like
This

the

wolves
staunch

region.

and

grizzly

local

Senator

bears

opposition
Max

which

has

Baucus,

will

resulted
a

harm
in

Democrat

their

resistance
from

cattle
from

Montana,

attempted to prevent the Act from moving from committee during his tenure in the Senate
from 1978 to 2014 due to his ties to extractive industry in the area and the opposition of his
constituents (O’Brien, 2016).
Arguments for the legislation come from conservation and recreation groups as well as
outdoor enthusiasts in the region and across the United States. Save America’s Forests,
Alliance

for

the

Wild

Rockies,

the

Sierra

Club,

Friends

of

the

Clearwater,

and

the

Wildlands Network have all endorsed the legislation (“NREPA,” 2019; Manchenn, 2019).
Those who support the Act have argued the economic losses in extractive industries will be
countered by increased tourism, increased opportunities for education and research, and
decreased public costs currently spent subsidizing extraction. In fact, the legislation is
predicted to save $245 million in subsidies for logging and road construction associated
with extractive activities (Manchenn, 2019). Support for the legislation also comes from
activism for ecological restoration and habitat connectivity in some of these last remaining
wildlands in the continental U.S (H.R. 1321, 2019).
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Legislative History
The Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act has been introduced in the House of
Representatives 14 times since 1992 and has never moved out of committee to the House
floor. The most traction for the legislation came about in the 2003 version, gleaning 185 cosponsors and the highest level of bi-partisan support in its history with 19 Republican cosponsors (H.R. 1105, 2003). Still, like the current legislation, none of the congressional
members from districts affected by the mandates of the Act supported the legislation.
Rep. Carolyn Maloney (D-NY12) introduced the latest version of the legislation to the
House of Representatives and Sen. Sheldon Whitehouse (D-RI) to the Senate. None of the
co-sponsors of either the House or the Senate version of the legislation represent any of the
districts within the jurisdiction of the Act (Figure 13). Additionally, all of the legislative
co-sponsors

of

the

current

House

and

Senate

bills

are

Democrats

or

Independents,

symbolizing the greater trend of party polarization within the U.S. These factors put the
legislation

at

only

a

3%

chance

of

passing

according

to

the

government

transparency

website, GovTrack (GovTrack.us, 2019).

Figure 13. The political support for the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act as of October 2019 (Save
America's Forests, 2016). Map Data Source: GovTrack; US Census Bureau; US Geological Society. Map: Beryl
Sinclair.
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VII. CONCLUSION
The Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act will connect habitats and restore
degraded land and water. These actions will have a profound impact on both the regional
ecosystem and economy. Given the varied levels of local political support, the program will
need

to

engage

environmental

community

sustainability

members
goals.

to

The

meet

program

the
set

social

and

economic

out

this

report

in

as

brings

well

as

together

stakeholders from a variety of backgrounds to advance the successful implementation of the
new

protections.

By

designating

new

wilderness

areas

and

wild

and

scenic

rivers,

the

legislation will further protect native species and water quality. The creation of biological
connecting corridors will reverse the effects of fragmentation of genes and habitats to
support sustainable wildlife populations. Finally, wildland recovery areas will renew the
intrinsic value of productive lands while spurring economic activity.
With an initial price tag of approximately $650 million over three years, this program
would

aim

ecosystem

to

increase

tourism,

management.

comprehensive

piece

of

The

education,
Northern

legislation

that

research,
Rockies

mandates

and

economic

Ecosystem
the

gains

derived

Protection

protection

of

some

Act
of

from
is

the

a

last

remaining contiguous wildlands in the continental United States. Successful implementation
of this legislation could result in large swaths of continuous, protected wildlands where
wildlife flourishes and communities benefit from increased ecosystem services.

Figure 14. Autumn view of Grand Teton National Park in northwestern Wyoming. Source: Pixabay.
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APPENDIX A. Staffing Plan

Figure A-1. The overall staffing plan for the new hires required to implement the Northern Rockies Ecosystem
Protection Act. An interagency team made up of equal representation from the public and private sectors will
be chaired by a newly hired Northern Rockies Bioregion Executive Director. Two implementation teams will
be formed in USDA Forest Service Administrative Regions 1 and 4 and will report into the existing regional
foresters. These teams will be responsible for coordinating on-the-ground activities, planning, and data
collection. The implementation teams will coordinate with new hires in regionally located Bureau of Land
Management field offices and US Fish and Wildlife Service field offices who will have roles specifically
focused around implementing the goals of the Act.
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APPENDIX B. Budgets
Table B-1. The summary budget for the three-year program implementation. Personnel costs are fixed for each
team over the first three years, so depending on hiring timelines, the year one staffing budget is likely to vary.
Base salaries were determined based on comparable positions within the federal government general pay scale
(GS) system. GS scales were found on either FederalPay.org (2019) or Glassdoor (n.d.). Fringe benefits
include health insurance, approximately 30% of base salaries, and federal retirement plans, the Thrift Savings
Plan and Basic Benefit Plan, each approximately 1% of base salaries (Parker, 2019; Gallion, n.d.). Rent and
utilities were excluded from overheads as the implementation teams will work out of existing USDA Forest
Service offices in the Northern Region 1 headquarters in Missoula, Montana and the Intermountain Region 4
in Idaho Falls, Idaho.

18

Table B-2. The personnel costs of the Northern Rockies Bioregion Executive Director’s Office and the
administrative overhead for the semi-annual weeklong convenings of the interagency team.
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Table B-3. The personnel costs and expenses budgeted for the corridor planning team, located in the USDA
Forest Services offices in Administrative Regions 1 and 4 and Bureau of Land Management offices for Idaho
State and Montana/Dakotas. It also details a rough order of magnitude for the cost of land acquisitions in the
bioregion, based off information published in the Fiscal Year 2020 Forest Service Budget Justification (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2019). The average amount that the USDA Forest Service has spent on land
acquisition in the past three years was calculated and this amount was allocated as the budget for land
acquisition and exchanges for corridor planning in the Northern Rockies Bioregion, assuming that the USDA
Forest Service will prioritize land acquisitions in this region. The number of staff needed within Regions 1
and 4 was determined by looking at the ratio of existing staff in the Region 1 to the acreage of the land they
oversee. That ratio was applied to the number of hires needed for the total number of biological connecting
corridors established by the bill in each USDA-FS office.
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Table B-4. The personnel costs and expenses budgeted for the restoration team, located in the USDA Forest
Services offices in Administrative Regions 1 and 4. It also offers a rough order of magnitude for the cost of
on-the-ground restoration contracts to be awarded to private contractors starting in the second year of the
program. Based on community restoration projects in the bioregion and in other forest ecosystems elsewhere
in the country, a fairly conservative first estimate for restoration work is a cost of $500 per acre, giving a total
cost of approximately $512 million for the 1,023,000 acres of land designated for restoration (Rizzo, 2001;
Joyner, 2011). This amounts to a little over $520 million in total for two years. The contractors are managed
by contract specialists, and both are part of wider USDA Forest Implementation Teams in Regions 1 and 4.
Since Region 1 has more restoration acreage, the team there will have three contract specialists while Region
4 will only have one.
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Table B-5. The personnel costs and expenses budgeted for the assessment and monitoring team, located in the
USDA Forest Services offices in Administrative Regions 1 and 4 and the regional US Fish and Wildlife
Service office. It also offers an estimate for the cost of on-the-ground field data collection contracts to be
awarded to private contractors starting as soon as possible in the first year of the program to allow for baseline
data collection and evaluation to begin. According to a forest inventory project completed from 2012-2016,
thirteen individuals were needed to assess over 150,000 acres over five years (Gallion, n.d.). This suggests
that about 4,000 acres can be evaluated per person per year, meaning that 80-90 individuals would be required
to evaluate 1,000,000 acres over three years.
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APPENDIX C. Master Calendar
Table C-1. A detailed implementation schedule for the first year of the program design. This year is broken
into four phrases, the formation of the interagency team, the formation of the interagency team, the hiring of
the implementation team staff, and the end of year reporting process.
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Table C-2. A rough plan for Year 2 of the corridor planning program.

Table C-3. A rough plan for Year 2 of the restoration program.

Table C-4. A rough plan for Year 2 of the monitoring and assessment program.

Table C-5. A rough plan for Year 3 for the entire implementation program leading up to the assessment report
due to Congress.
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APPENDIX D. Summary of Land Designations
Table D-1. These restoration areas are located exclusively on USDA Forest Service land in the Northern
Rockies Bioregion in Administrative Regions 1 and 4.
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Table D-2. These biological connecting corridors span four USDA Forest Service Administrative Regions,
Regions 1, 2, 4, and 6. Roughly one-quarter of the acreage is located in Region 1 and three-quarters in Region
4 with just two corridors extending to Regions 2 and 6, respectively. Due to their relatively small size, the
planning and management of corridors in Regions 2 and 6 will be absorbed by administrative structures in
Regions 1 or 4. Corridor planning and activity will be controlled by Regions 1 and 4 with resources weighted
based on acreage. USDA Forest Service staff will coordinate program implementation with Bureau of Land
Management field offices when joint management is required.
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