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Executive Summary

CWPP Overview
Mineral County’s 2018 Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) is an update to the County’s 
2005 CWPP.  Like the 2005 plan, the 2018 CWPP update is intended to assist Mineral County 
in planning for wildfire and minimizing it’s impacts to the community.  CWPP’s were originally 
authorized under the 2003 Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA), which established provisions 
for wildfire risk to communities.  While CWPPs tend to cover a range of topics, under the HFRA 
they must meet the following three criteria:

1. Be developed collaboratively between local governments, fire departments and state 
agencies in consultation with federal land management agencies and other interested 
parties;

2. Identify and prioritize areas for hazardous fuel reduction treatments; and

3. Recommend measures to reduce structural ignitability.

In addition to addressing the requirements of the HFRA, Mineral County’s 2018 CWPP was 
developed to also address the National Cohesive Strategy Wildland Fire Management Strategy 
which resulted from the Federal Land Assistance, Management, Enhancement (FLAME) Act of 
2009.  The National Cohesive Strategy is a national effort to work collaboratively to address 
wildland fire.  At its core, the National Cohesive Strategy is focused on three broad goals:

1. Resilient Landscapes

2. Fire Adapted Communities

3. Safe and Effective Wildfire Response

CWPP Update Process
Mineral County’s 2018 CWPP update process was led by Mineral County with close coordination 
with local stakeholders.  The development of the plan was informed largely through input from 
a CWPP steering committee made up of representatives from the Mineral County planning 
department; Mineral County Commissioners; Montana Department of Natural Resources and 
Conservation; U.S. Forest Service; local fire departments; Weyerhaeuser; Montana Rail Link; 
Bitter Root RC&D; Mineral County Disaster and Emergency Services; Idaho Forest Group, and 
Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks.  Through working with the CWPP steering committee a first 
draft of the plan was developed and released for public review and comment in March of 2018.  
The initial public comment period last for one month and included four public meetings in De 
Borgia, St. Regis, Superior, and Alberton, where community members learned about the plan and 
provided feedback on the plan’s contents.  Feedback received during the public comment period 
can be found in Appendix A.  Following public review and comment, the steering committee was 
convened for a final meeting to review feedback received and provide direction on revising the 
draft plan.  Following steering committee review, the plan was revised before going through final 
review and adoption by the Mineral County Commissioners, which included an additional 30-day 
public comment period. 
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CWPP Contents
Mineral County’s CWPP update is organized into eight chapters which are broadly described 
below.  The 2018 update builds on the foundation laid in 2005 by updating the risk assessment 
and action plan and providing additional guidance on local tools for creating a resilient landscapes 
and fire adapted communities in Mineral County.

Chapter 1 - Mineral County Overview
Chapter one provides a high-level overview of Mineral County and includes information on 
demographics, climate, fire protection, topography, land use patterns, vegetation, and fire 
behavior.  Chapter one also discusses Mineral County’s fire history and how it influences present 
day conditions.

Chapter 2 - Wildland-Urban Interface
Chapter two defines and maps the wildland-urban interface in Mineral County.

Chapter 3 - Local Planning Tools
Chapter three describes local land use and other planning tools available to Montana communities.  
This chapter discusses which tools Mineral County is currently using and also highlights other 
available planning tools which are not currently being utilized in Mineral County. 

Chapter 4 - Resilient Landscapes in Mineral County
Chapter four discusses resilient landscapes in Mineral County, including a description of what a 
resilient landscape is, why it is important, and ongoing efforts to create resilient landscapes in 
Mineral County. Chapter four also provides a discussion of Fire Regime Groups in Mineral County.  

Chapter 5 - Fire Adapted Mineral County
Chapter five covers fire adapted communities and discusses what it means for a community to 
work towards becoming fire adapted.  This chapter provides several available resources to assist 
Mineral County in becoming fire adapted.  One critical component of this chapter is the focus on 
private landowners’ responsibility in reducing wildfire risk.  Chapter five also identifies community 
values and assets to be considered when developing fire adaptive strategies in Mineral County.

Chapter 6 – Coordination
Chapter six addresses the importance of multi-stakeholder coordination when addressing wildfire 
risk in Mineral County.  This chapter discusses current coordinating efforts in Mineral County and 
provides broad guidance for strengthening those efforts.

Chapter 7 - Risk Assessment
Chapter seven provides a wildfire risk assessment in Mineral County and identifies priority at-risk 
communities in the County.  The risk assessment uses a combination of risk mapping done by 
the Lolo National Forest and local knowledge of on-the-ground conditions.  Chapter seven also 
identifies several local factors that contribute to wildfire risk in Mineral County.

Chapter 8 - Action Plan
Chapter eight attempts to bring the entire CWPP together for how to address the issues laid out 
in the preceding seven chapters.  The action plan is laid out in a series of goals and specific action 
items and includes implementation partners as well as priority rankings for each action. 
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Mineral County Overview

Community Background
Mineral County is located in northwest Montana, stretching from the Idaho border, roughly 70 
miles east along Interstate-90, to its border with Missoula County. The County is characterized 
by expansive conifer forests over 90% of which are publicly owned by the State of Montana 
and United States Forest Service (USFS) – see Figure 1.  The communities of Mineral County are 
strung along the I-90 corridor with over one third of the county’s residents residing in Superior, 
Alberton, and St. Regis.  The remainder of Mineral County residents are spread out through the 
small communities dotting I-90 and the Clark Fork River Valley – see Figure 2.  At 3.5 people per 
square mile, Mineral County has a low population density with development patterns outside 
of established communities characterized by low density subdivisions and isolated home-sites.  
As of 2016 Mineral County’s population was estimated at 4,223 – a 10% increase since 2000.1  
However, looking out over the next 20-years Mineral County’s population is projected to decrease 
slightly.2 

Climate
Mineral County lies in a heavily forested region of Montana and includes a diverse range of 
topography and climatic conditions characteristic of the northern Rocky Mountains. Compared 
to the rest of the state, Mineral County’s climate is more mild and moist due to greater influence 
from Pacific maritime weather systems.  This is especially true in the western portion of the 
County where annual precipitation averages over 30 inches near Haugan, compared to 16 
inches and 18 inches annually in Superior and Alberton, respectively.  In the western portion 
of the County, where elevations are higher, the wettest months are November – January when 
precipitation often comes in the form of snow.  At lower elevations, along the Clark Fork River in 
the eastern portion of the County, the wettest months are May and June when spring rains come.  
Temperatures in Mineral County are characteristic of much of western Montana – warm dry 
summers with average maximum temperatures in the upper 80’s and cold winters with average 
winter temperatures well below freezing.3  

Mineral County Wildfire History
Wildfire has always been a recurring event in Mineral County.  Perhaps the most well-known 
wildland fire in Mineral County’s history is the Great Burn of 1910, which burned three million 
acres in Idaho and Montana, over 200,000 acres of which were in Mineral County.  The aftermath 
of the 1910 fire brought about changes in the way the United States managed wildfire, resulting 
in policies for aggressive fire suppression.  

Figure 3 displays Mineral County’s fire history from 1910 to 1980, showing the scale of the 1910 
fire as well as occurrences of large and small fires throughout the period.  During this 70-year 
period roughly 330,000 acres burned in Mineral County (42% of total land area), with the vast 
majority (92%) of those fire taking place between 1910 and 1920.  Between 1920 and 1980 only 
about 18,000 of Mineral County’s 782,000 acres burned, with most of those fires being less than 
1,000 acres in size. 
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Figure 1 - Mineral County Land Ownership
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Figure 2 - Mineral County Communities and Structures
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Figure 3 - Mineral County Wildfires 1910 - 1980
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Over the course of much of the 20th century, the absence of frequent wildfires in Mineral County 
has resulted in built-up fuels in forested areas.  Coupled with disease and bug kill trees, this has 
resulted in an increased risk of large stand replacement fires.  Due in part to these factors, the 
occurrence of large fires (over 1,000 acres) has increased in Mineral County.  From 1980 to 2017, 
wildland fires burned roughly 134,000 acres in Mineral County (17% of total land area), with 
approximately 130,000 of those acres having burned in fires greater than 1,000 acres.  As Figure 
4 shows, the occurrence of large fires has been especially pronounced since 2000.  Between 
2000 and 2017, fires over 1,000 acres burnt over 128,000 acres.  Since 2013, three fires (West 
Mullan, West Fork Fish Creek, and Sunrise) have burnt nearly 50,000 acres in Mineral County.  
One evident feature of Figure 4 is the lack of recent wildfires in the west end of the County, which 
has not experienced a large fire since before 1920.  This fact, coupled with over mature forests, 
dead and dying trees, and dense ground fuels has resulted in forests that are highly susceptible 
to a large fire.  In the event a fire were to get well established in the west end, it would be difficult 
to suppress due to the aforementioned factors, lack of access, and steep terrain. 

Fire Behavior
Weather patterns in Mineral County typically flow from southwest to northeast, which corresponds 
with the alignment of the canyons in the County.  When fires do start, they tend to get pushed 
out of these canyons with prevailing winds from the southwest.  Large fires tend to burn over a 
period of weeks and months, but daily variations occur that make fire spread unpredictable.  A 
higher than average winter snow pack may not correspond to a more moderate fire season and 
may lead to greater amounts of fine flashy fuels due to increased grass production.  The more 
realistic determinate for fire season intensity is the amount, duration, and timing of precipitation 
in late spring and summer months.   

Fire behavior is dependent on fuel, weather and topography. On relatively calm days a fire will 
follow slope and fuels, burning generally uphill and up canyon, burning hot and fast where slopes 
are steepest, and fuels are driest.  While most fires will be contained quickly by initial attack 
resources, periods of drought, or instances when resources are limited, can result in large high 
intensity fires that quickly grow out of control.  A major contributor to rapid fire spread is short 
and long-rang spotting which can put additional risk on homes and established communities 
ahead of a fire.  It is under these conditions that life and property are at greatest risk, and that 
large catastrophic fires such as the Sunrise Fire of 2017 can occur. 

Fire Ignition
Between 1992 and 2015 67% of wildfires in 
Mineral County were lighting caused, followed 
by human caused at 22%, and miscellaneous at 
12% – see Table 1.  In terms of human caused 
ignitions, campfires and debris burning were 
the two most common sources of wildfires 
during this time, accounting for 7.2% and 6.6% 
of fire starts, respectively.  Breaking these 
data out into two equal 12 year time periods shows that human caused ignitions are increasing 
in Mineral County.  Between 1992 and 2003 human caused ignitions accounted for 18% of all 
fire starts in the County.  By comparison, human caused ignitions accounted for 26% of all fire 

Table 1 - Wildfire Ignition Sources, 1992 - 2015
Source ‘92 - ’15 ‘92 - ’03 ‘04 - ’15

Lightning 67% 75% 58%
Human Caused 22% 18% 26%
Miscellaneous 12% 7% 16%
Source: U.S. Forest Service



Mineral County 2018 Community Wildfire Protection Plan 8

Figure 4 - Mineral County Wildfires 1980 - 2017
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starts between 2004 and 2015 – an 8% percentage point increase and a 33% increase in the total 
number of human caused ignitions.  

As of 2018 burn permits are required outside of the open burning period, however, during open 
burning there is no system for landowners to notify local fire districts that they will be burning.  
Strategies for reducing escaped debris burns include increasing education efforts on how to safely 
burn debris and developing a system for notifying fire districts during the open burn period.       

Through the public engagement process both I-90 and the railroad corridor were identified as 
wildfire ignition sources needing ongoing fuels mitigation in the respective rights-of-way of the 
Montana Department of Transportation (MDT) and Montana Rail Link (MRL).  Both MDT and MRL 
address this issue through mowing and removing fuel build ups, however, each organization’s 
respective rights-of-way cover a large area, making routine fuels management a challenge.  
Nevertheless, the County needs to continue to work with MDT and MRL on ensuring fuels 
reduction is completed and maintained throughout the I-90 and railroad corridors. 

Fire Protection Resources
Community fire protection in Mineral County is provided by four rural fire districts and one 
city department – West End, St. Regis, Superior (rural and city), and Frenchtown (covering the 
Alberton area), see Figure 5.  As Figure 5 shows the Tarkio area is not covered by a fire district.  
While surrounding rural fire districts will respond to fires and other emergencies in this area, 
the lack of a fire district is a concern for residents.  While past efforts to annex this area into 
the Superior Rural Fire District, or to create a fire service area, have fallen through, it remains a 
priority to ensure residents of the Tarkio area have dedicated fire protection coverage.  

With the exception of Frenchtown, fire districts in Mineral County have struggled to recruit and 
maintain sufficient staffing.  This is a result of a number of factors, including a small population 
pool from which to draw volunteers, an aging population, and working residents who are unable 
to commit to being a volunteer fire fighter.  Staffing has been a particular challenge in the West 
End Rural Fire District.  This issue will likely persist as Mineral County’s population is projected to 
decrease, and with an increasing share of individuals over the age of 65.4  As such, Mineral County 
will need to work with rural fire districts on developing targeted campaigns to recruit volunteers 
for not only firefighting duties but also for outreach and education tasks as well. 

On public and private classified forest lands in Mineral County fire suppression is the responsibility 
of the Lolo National Forest’s Superior and Ninemile Ranger Districts.  A Cooperative Fire 
Management Annual Operating Plan is in effect between the U.S. Forest Service, state agencies 
and Mineral County fire districts to provide for coordinated fire suppression responses in urban 
interface areas. 

Land Use Patterns
Land use patterns play a substantial role in wildfire risk.  As Figure 1 on page 4 shows, the majority 
of land in Mineral County is under public ownership, primarily the U.S. Forest Service.  Excluding 
Weyerhaeuser land, private lands in Mineral County account roughly for 7% of the total land 
area.  Of that 7%, the majority of private land in the County (75%) is in agricultural use followed 
by residential – see Table 2.  
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Figure 5 - Mineral County Fire Districts
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Residential development in 
Mineral County is centered 
along the I-90 corridor in 
nine communities including 
Alberton, Cyr, Tarkio, Lozeau, 
Superior, St. Regis, De 
Borgia, Haugan, and Saltese. 
The incorporated towns of 
Alberton and Superior and the 
community of St. Regis have 
the highest concentrations 
of development. Outside of 
these areas development is generally located within one to two miles of the Clark Fork River 
where the majority of private land is located.

Vegetation
The distribution of vegetation and fuels across a landscape is a critical component of fire behavior.  
An overview of vegetation, and its relation to wildfire, is helpful in understanding the natural 
role fire plays in forest ecosystems in Mineral County.  For purposes of this CWPP vegetation has 
been broadly classified in seven distinct groups based on existing vegetation type and biophysical 
settings data from Landscape Fire and Resource Management Planning Tools  (LANDFIRE).  As 
Figure 6 shows, four vegetation groups make up 98% of Mineral County’s landscape.  These four 
vegetation groups are described in greater detail below.

Dry-Moist Mixed Conifer Forests
Dry-moist mixed conifer forests are the predominant forest type in Mineral County, covering 
roughly 39% of the land area.  These forests areas are dominated by a mix of Douglas-fir and 
Ponderosa Pine as well as dispersed Lodgepole Pine, Grand-Fir, and Engelmann Spruce.  Prior 
to human settlement and regular fire suppression these areas were characterized by frequent, 
low-intensity ground fires that maintained relatively open stands of a mix of fire-resistant 
species.  Today these forests are increasingly characterized by multi-layered stands of Douglas-Fir, 
Ponderosa Pine, and Grand-Fir, which act as ladder fuels, making these forests more susceptible 
to high-intensity, stand-replacing fires.5 Dry-moist mixed conifer forests are found throughout low 
to mid elevations in Mineral County. 

Subalpine Wet Mixed Conifer Forests
These higher elevation forests are dominated by Engelmann Spruce and Subalpine Fir with 
dispersed Lodgepole Pine.  Subalpine wet mixed conifer forests cover roughly 28% of Mineral 
County.  Generally, these forests have dense, lush undergrowth which usually serves as an effective 
barrier to fire.  However, in times of drought these forests are susceptible to moderate to high 
intensity fires due to their thick vegetative cover.  In Mineral County these forests are primarily 
found at higher elevations, though they can extend down in elevation below the subalpine zone 
in places where northerly and easterly aspects predominate.6 

Table 2 - Land Uses on Private Land
Use Acres % of Private Land

Agriculture 44,229 75%
Residential 10,039 17%
Vacant 3,372 6%
Commercial/Industrial 627 1%
Other* 607 1%
*Other includes exempt, non-valued, and centrally assessed properties
Source: Montana Department of Revenue

https://landfire.gov/vegetation.php
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Figure 6 - Mineral County Vegetation
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Moist Mixed Conifer Forests 
Moist mixed conifer forests are dominated by Douglas Fir, Western Hemlock, and Western Red 
Cedar, with dispersed areas of Western Larch, and Grand-Fir. While moist mixed conifer forests are 
found throughout Mineral County, occupying 26% of the total land area, they are concentrated in 
the west end of the County.  Typically, stand-replacement, fire-return intervals are 150-500 years, 
with moderate-severity fire intervals of 50-100 years.  

Riparian
Riparian areas of Mineral County are found along the rivers, creeks, and streams throughout the 
County and occupy roughly 5% of the total land area.  These areas are characterized by a broad 
mix of deciduous trees and shrubs including Cottonwood, Aspen, and Alder.  Because riparian 
areas are in wet locations they typically resist burning, though under dry conditions fire can burn 
at high intensity. 
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Wildland-Urban Interface
Mineral County’s 2018 CWPP defines the wildland-urban interface (WUI) as: Locations where 
the proximity of human development to natural vegetation has the potential to result in adverse 
impacts to life and property in the event of a wildfire.  Based on this definition the WUI in Mineral 
County correlates to the area 1.5 miles surrounding structures – see Figure 7.  In identifying the 
WUI in Mineral County, the CWPP steering committee felt that focusing mitigation efforts on 
areas within 1.5 miles of structures would provide the best approach for reducing wildfire risk 
across the County.  On the ground however, there may be instances where the WUI (based on the 
definition above) will go beyond the 1.5-mile threshold based on localized factors including slope, 
aspect, fuel loads, and structural ignitability.  

Figure 7 - Mineral County Wildland-Urban Interface
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Local Planning Tools
Land use planning can serve as important tool for reducing the risk of wildfire.  Under Montana 
law there are two general planning approaches for addressing wildfire risk.

1. Plans, including growth polices, neighborhood plans, and pre-disaster mitigation plans

2. Regulations, including subdivision regulations, zoning, and building codes

Below is a description of the tools available under these two approaches and how Mineral County 
is utilizing some of them to address wildfire risk.

Plans
Mineral County Growth Policy
Mineral County’s growth policy was adopted in 2015 and also covers the towns of Alberton and 
Superior.  In Montana growth policies serve as long range comprehensive plans for cities and 
counties.  While local governments are not required to adopt growth policies, state law does 
require that growth policies contain certain elements, including “an evaluation of the potential for 
fire and wildland fire in the jurisdictional area, including whether there is a need to delineate the 
wildland-urban interface (WUI) and adopt [additional] regulations…”7  Mineral County’s growth 
policy identifies a generalized WUI that covers a significant portion of the County.  The growth 
policy also highlights the importance of fuels reduction on private lands and states that projects 
adjacent to U.S. Forest Service lands should be given priority.  One project specifically called out 
as a priority is fuels reduction around Alberton’s water supply.

Mineral County Pre-Disaster Mitigation Plan
Mineral County’s Pre-Disaster Mitigation Plan (PDM) was adopted in 2012 as “a tool for assessing 
and prioritizing projects for mitigating damage and casualties from disasters.”8  In addressing 
wildfire, the PDM plan largely references Mineral County’s 2005 CWPP and indicates that there 
is a high potential for structural damage related to wildfire.  The PDM plan identifies wildfire as 
the highest priority hazard in the County and notes that the potential impact to the community 
is very high.  In the plan’s mitigation strategy, the following projects are called out related to 
reducing wildfire risk.

•	 Provide/prepare educational materials to inform the public about wildfire risks.

•	 Map/locate structures within WUI.

•	 Encourage/provide financial incentives for fuels reduction around homes.

•	 Encourage/support fuels mitigation projects on federal lands.

•	 Implement fuels mitigation projects as designated in the CWPP.

•	 Develop safe ingress/egress routes for homes in the Wildland-Urban Interface
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Regulations
Mineral County Subdivision Regulations
Mineral County’s subdivision regulations are the primary means for regulating development in 
the County as well as the Towns of Superior and Alberton. Subdivision regulations address the 
creation of new subdivisions and are not retroactive.  In addressing risks associated with wildfire, 
the design and improvement standards in the County’s subdivision regulations require that all 
subdivisions be “planned, designed, constructed, and maintained so as to minimize the risk of fire 
and to permit the effective and efficient suppression of fires in order to protect persons, property, 
and forested areas.”9 To address this requirement, the design and improvement standards state 
that measures applied to new subdivisions “may include”

•	 The placement of structures so as to minimize the potential for flame spread and to permit 
adequate access for firefighting equipment;

•	 The presence of adequate firefighting facilities on site, when required by the governing 
body;

•	 An adequate water supply and water distribution system to fight fires on site, when 
required by the governing body;

•	 The availability, through a fire protection district or other means, of fire protection 
services, adequate to respond to fires that may occur within a subdivision;

•	 Provision for a second emergency exit; and

•	 That any bridge constructed for access to a proposed subdivision have a minimum load 
design of 25 tons.

The design and improvement standards outline additional special requirements for subdivisions 
proposed in high fire hazard areas identified by the United States Forest Service, DNRC, a local 
fire protection authority, or a local growth policy.  However, it is not clear where each of these 
agencies identify high fire hazard areas.  These requirements include:

•	 A Fire Prevention and Control Plan which must include an analysis of the wildfire hazards 
on the site, a map showing the areas that are to be cleared of vegetation, map of areas 
that are to be thinned, and the identification of roads, driveways, and bridges that are 
sufficient for emergency vehicle access and fire suppression activities.

•	 At least two entrances/exits.

•	 Road rights-of-way must be cleared of slash.

•	 Building sites may not be located on slopes greater than 25 percent or at the apex of “fire 
chimneys.” 

•	 A water supply of sufficient volume for effective fire control.

While Mineral County’s subdivision regulations provide good general standards for reducing 
wildfire risk, there areas where the regulations, particularly the design and improvement 
standards, could be strengthened.  Additional updates to address wildfire risk could include:

•	 Make fire protection measures a requirement rather than identify what measures “may” 
include.
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•	 Require a fire prevention and control plan for all subdivisions in the County that documents 
how fire protection standards will be met.

•	 Use the CWPP as a tool for identifying high risk areas where additional requirements exist.

•	 Require improvement districts that ensure continual operation, annual testing, and 
maintenance of water supply and fire protection features. 

•	 Require two access points, located as far away from each other as possible, for all major 
and subsequent minor subdivisions.

•	 For subdivisions in high risk areas require roadside vegetation to be cleared to improve 
fire fighter safety for access and to reduce risk in the event of an evacuation.  

•	 Provide specific guidance for fuels reduction and defensible space, including thorough 
descriptions as well as photos and diagrams which show what creating defensible space 
looks like in Mineral County.

•	 Require the use of fire-resistant construction materials in high risk areas, including roof 
design, windows, vents, doors and gutters, decks, and other items.

Zoning
Zoning regulates the use and scale of development.  Zoning regulations range in detail and 
complexity from highly prescriptive (regulating lot sizes, land uses, and a host of other factors) 
to very simple (regulating only the density of development or a very limited number of factors). 
In Mineral County there is no county wide zoning, Alberton is the only incorporated community 
with adopted zoning.  Alberton’s zoning code does not explicitly address wildfire risk, though it 
does include requirements for minimum lot sizes, setbacks, and access which can play a role in 
the spread of and response to wildfire. County wide zoning is not anticipated at this time, nor is 
an expansion of zoning in other areas of Mineral County.

Building Codes
In Montana cities and counties are authorized to adopt and enforce building codes that have been 
adopted by the Montana Department of Labor and Industry (DLI).  The Uniform Building Code, 
International Building Code, International Residential Code, and the Wildland-Urban Interface 
Code (with modifications) are adopted by DLI and may be adopted by local governments. The 
Wildland-Urban Interface Code primarily addresses fire-resistant construction materials such 
as noncombustible roof coverings, walls, windows, vent coverings, and similar matters, but 
also includes a wide-ranging appendix covering vegetation management and certain land use 
practices. Where local building codes have not been adopted, DLI administers building codes 
(including the WUI code) for all commercial structures, plumbing and electrical permits for all 
structures, and also construction materials and techniques for residential structures consisting 
of five or more units. However, because much of the development in the WUI consists of single-
family residential homes, DLI does not have authority to address fire-related construction issues 
in most instances.  Mineral County does not have locally adopted building codes, nor are they 
anticipated to be adopted.  
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Group Frequency Severity Description

I 0 – 35 years Low/mixed

Generally low-severity fires replacing less than 
25% of the dominant overstory vegetation; can 
include mixed-severity fires that replace up to 75% 
of the overstory.

II 0 – 35 years Replacement High-severity fires replacing greater than 75% of 
the dominant overstory vegetation.

III 35 – 200 
years Low/mixed Generally mixed-severity; can also include low-

severity fires.

IV 35 – 200 
years Replacement High-severity fires

V 200+ years Any severity Generally replacement-severity; can include any 
severity type in this frequency range

Source: Interagency Fire Regime Condition Class Guidebook

Table 3 - Fire Regime Groups

Resilient Landscapes in Mineral County
Throughout history, wildfires have played a significant role in shaping the landscape.  In fire 
dependent ecosystems, such as those in Mineral County, fire is a critical element in creating 
healthy forests.  Generally, frequent wildfires result in less intense burns, whereas infrequent 
fires result in higher intensity, stand replacement fires.  Prior to human settlement fires burned 
more regularly with less extreme intensities.  These regular fires served to reduce the build-up of 
ground fuels and created a more diverse age class of trees. The absence of fires burning at regular 
intervals, and at varying intensities, in fire dependent ecosystems has created unhealthy forests 
with high levels of ground and ladder fuels and a more uniform age class of trees.  These factors, 
coupled with increases in dead and diseased trees, have resulted in an increased likelihood of 
larger high intensity, stand replacement fires.  

Fire Regime Groups
Fire scientists and ecologists use fire regime groups to describe the historical frequency and 
intensity of fires over time and the impacts of fire on the landscape – see Table 3 for a description 
of Fire Regime Groups.  Figure 8 shows the distribution of fire regime groups in Mineral County.  
Of interest on Figure 8 is the prevalence of Fire Regime Groups I & II, which average 35 years 
between fires.  These two groups cover over 40% (315,757 acres) of Mineral County and over 
75% of structures in Mineral County are located in or adjacent to (within 100 feet) these two 
fire groups.  Assuming that these areas historically experienced a fire interval of 35-years (upper 
end), roughly 9,000 acres (lower end) would have burned on average each year in these two 
Fire Regime Groups.  Based on available wildfire data, in the last 35 years, 57,500 acres in Fire 
Regime Groups I & II have burned in Mineral County, an average of 1,600 acres annually, or 17% 
of the historic lower end.  These figures are helpful in estimating how the role and frequency of 
fires has changed in Mineral County compared to historical norms.  The result of increasing fire 
intervals is that fires are increasingly high severity, with greater potential impacts to surrounding 
communities. 
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Figure 8 - Mineral County Fire Regime Groups
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Creating Resilient Landscapes in Mineral County
The overall goal in restoring Mineral County’s forests to resilient landscapes is to create ecosystems 
that are less vulnerable to extreme fires that lead to wildland urban disasters, destroy habitat, 
and risk lives.  Resilient landscapes in Mineral County will be better able to resist damage from 
wildfire and recover from its impacts as well as adapt to changing climatic conditions, invasive 
species, and disease infestations.  

In the past both public and private land owners have been active in treating forest lands in 
Mineral County to reduce fuels and the risk of wildfire.  Since Mineral County’s first CWPP was 
adopted in 2005 both the Superior and Ninemile Ranger Districts of the Lolo National Forest have 
effectively used a variety of treatment methods to reduce fuels on National Forest lands, with 
additional projects planned - see Figure 9.  One substantial ongoing project is the I-90 corridor 
community wildfire protection project which will result in over 3,000 acres of treated lands along 
I-90 from Missoula to St. Regis.  Additionally, over 14,000 acres of commercial timber harvests 
have been completed on state and federal lands in Mineral County since 2005 - see Figure 10.  
On the private side, landowners in Mineral County have taken advantage of cost-share grants for 
fuels reduction on private lands.  In Mineral County alone cost-share grants have resulted in fuels 
reduction on over 1,000 acres of private lands.  Additionally, Mineral County has recently been 
utilizing the County’s Title III money to fund fuels reduction projects on private land, with 27 
projects completed as of February 2018, with additional projects planned for completion.  

While completing fuels reduction projects on forested land is crucial to creating resilient 
landscapes in Mineral County, it is equally important to ensure ongoing maintenance of areas 
that have been treated in the past.  This will require regular follow up evaluations of treated areas 
to see if additional treatments are needed in the future.  Maintaining treatments over time is 
especially important on private lands where changes in ownership or lack of resources can result 
in treated lands reverting to pre-treatment conditions.  

Fuels Treatment Methods
Creating resilient landscapes in Mineral County will require a broad approach to management 
that incorporates a range of treatment methods, several of which are described below.

Prescribed Burning - Areas are treated with hand or aerial ignition to reduce stand density, ground 
fuels, and ladder fuels.  Prescribed burning is widely recognized as an important tool for reducing 
fuel loads and restoring the ecological function of landscapes.  When performing prescribed 
burns it is important to plan for and manage the impact of smoke on nearby communities.  It is 
also important to incorporate a public education component to ensure the public is aware of the 
benefits and intended outcomes as well as when and where prescribed burns will be occurring. 

Slashing and Underburning - Trees less than six inches in diameter are felled, left on site to cure 
and the area is underburned. 

Slashing and Pile Burning - Trees less than six inches in diameter are felled, piled on site, and 
burned. 

Thinning - Areas are thinned to spacing and species specifications to reduce fuel loading and  
improve conditions for growth of remaining trees. Thinned trees can remain on site to be 
underburned or decompose. 

Commercial Harvest - Trees of merchantable diameter are harvested while remaining fuels can 
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be piled and burned, underburned, chipped, or left on site to decompose.

Commercial Harvest with Helicopters - Trees of merchantable diameter are harvested with 
helicopters and remaining fuels are underburned or left on site to decompose. This method is 
generally the most costly due to the use of helicopters.

Figure 9 - Fuels Treatments on Public Lands, 2005 - 2017
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Figure 10 - Commercial Timber Harvests on State and Federal Lands Since 2005
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Fire Adapted Mineral County
Fire adapted communities recognize the reality of living with wildfire and proactively take steps to 
prepare for, respond to, and recover from its impacts.  There is no one definitive path to becoming 
a fire adapted community, the process needs to be tailored to the unique circumstances in Mineral 
County.  There are many actions communities at all scales in the County can take to become more 
fire adapted – see Figure 11.   The more actions a community takes the more prepared it will be 
to withstand the impacts of wildfire.  Becoming more fire adapted is an ongoing process that 
brings together a variety of projects, programs, and resources aimed at reducing wildfire risk.  In 
providing tailored guidance for Mineral County several fire adaptive resources are described later 
in this section.

Community Assets and Values
Mineral County has many community assets and values that could face potential impacts from 
wildfire.  When developing and implementing actions to become more fire adapted it is important 
to consider how such actions will impact the community assets and values listed below:

•	 Homes and businesses

•	 Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) and NorthWestern Energy transmission lines

•	 Watersheds in Alberton and Superior

•	 Montana Rail Link Rail Lines

•	 Air quality

•	 Wildlife habitat

•	 Recreation sites

Figure 11 - Fire Adapted Communities Sunrise Diagram
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•	 Historical sites

•	 Roads and other transportation facilities

•	 Superior Airport

•	 Timber industry

Community Responsibility
Fundamental to becoming a fire adapted community is engaging and educating private citizens 
on their role in reducing the risks associated with, and impacts from, wildfire.  From the 500-acre 
ranch to the 1-acre subdivision lot, everyone plays a role in making Mineral County a fire adapted 
community.  One family’s neglect of the vegetation around their home does not only impact their 
own wildfire risk but that of their neighbors as well.  In order for Mineral County to become truly 
fire adapted it is crucial that residents know their own risk, what they need to do to mitigate that 
risk, and the resources available to help them achieve theirs and the County’s goals for reducing 
wildfire risk.  

Resources & Tools
Firewise Communities
The Firewise Communities program teaches communities how to adapt to wildfire and take 
actions to reduce their own risk and that of their neighbors.  Firewise Community designation is 
available at varying scales from incorporated cities and towns down to individual subdivisions or 
small clusters of homes, but it is not however available at the county level.  In the past Mineral 
County had three designated Firewise Communities (Superior, West End, and St. Regis), though 
those designations have since lapsed requiring new applications for each community.  To become 
a designated Firewise Community, communities must go through a five-step process that involves 
1.) obtaining a wildfire risk assessment, 2.) forming a board or committee, 3.) developing an 
action plan, 4) holding an educational outreach event, and 5.) making a minimum investment in 
risk reduction projects.  To start the process in Mineral County communities will need to reach out 
to the state Firewise liaison with the DNRC office in Missoula.  More information can be found at: 
https://www.nfpa.org/Public-Education/By-topic/Wildfire/Firewise-USA. 

FireSafe Montana 
FireSafe Montana is a statewide organization whose aim is to coordinate and support “a 
statewide coalition of diverse interests working together to help Montanans make their homes, 
neighborhoods, and communities fire safe.”10  The organization works with local Montana 
communities to develop FireSafe councils that work to raise public awareness of local wildland fire 
threats and issues, motivate residents to take positive action, and provide access to the expertise 
and resources homeowners need to reduce their wildfire risk.  While Mineral County does not 
have a FireSafe Council, as of 2018 there are 16 FireSafe councils across the state.  In addition 
to supporting the development of FireSafe councils, FireSafe Montana also provides resources 
to home and landowners on how they can take actions to reduce their wildfire risk, available at 
http://firesafemt.org/.   

https://www.nfpa.org/Public-Education/By-topic/Wildfire/Firewise-USA
http://firesafemt.org/
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Home Assessments
A home assessment is a tool for assessing an individual home and/or property’s wildfire risk and 
provides recommendations for ways to reduce that risk.  In many cases home assessments are 
done by local fire district staff or wildland agency employees.  Home assessments are also done 
as part of private land fuels reduction grants.  However, they can also be done independent of 
grant funding as a tool to guide homeowners on what they need to do to reduce wildfire risk on 
their property.  

Another method is the self-assessment, where home and landowners are given a standardized 
method for assessing their wildfire risk. While it is best practice to have a trained wildfire 
professional conduct a home assessment, self-assessments can be useful in getting homeowners 
to begin thinking about wildfire risk and encouraging them to explore other resources for reducing 
that risk.  

Financial Resources
In many cases the task of reducing wildfire risk on private lands can be too large or too expensive 
for homeowners to tackle on their own.  Fortunately, there are financial resources available to 
private land owners in Mineral County to cover a portion, or all, of the costs of reducing wildfire 
risk.  While these financial resources are available as of 2018, their future availability is not 
guaranteed.  As such the County will need to continue to seek out financial resources for wildfire 
risk reduction on private lands and update this plan to reflect changing circumstances.   

Cost Share Grants

Cost-share grants to reduce wildfire risk on private lands are provided by the US Forest Service, 
State and Private Forestry, and delivered to local cooperating organizations by Montana DNRC.  
In Mineral County cost-share grants are administered by the Bitter Root RC&D (county-wide) 
and Frenchtown Fire (only in the Alberton area).  To qualify, landowners must obtain a home 
assessment and an approved prescription for hazardous fuels reduction work.  After the work has 
been completed to meet the prescription, the landowner is reimbursed for a portion of the value 
of work.   

Title III Funding

Title III is part of Secure Rural Schools funding distributed to Mineral County.  Title III money can 
be used for wildfire related education or assisting homeowners with fuels reduction on their 
property.  As of 2018 Mineral County has been utilizing the County’s Title III money to fund fuels 
reduction work on private land, though it is unknown if these funds will be available in future 
funding cycles.  Permanent Title III money would provide a sustainable source of funding for fuels 
mitigation projects in Mineral County.  The lack of dedicated funding creates uncertainty with 
regard to how private lands fuel reduction work will be funded in the future and can hamper the 
County’s abilities to effectively coordinate with state and federal agencies on reducing wildfire 
risk in Mineral County. 
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Coordination
Sufficiently addressing wildfire risk in Mineral County requires coordination among many 
public and private actors including local, state, and federal agencies as well as private entities 
and individual property owners.  Recognizing the diverse array of agencies and organizations 
involved, coordination, cooperation, and communication are essential to successfully addressing 
and responding to wildfire.  Fortunately, Mineral County has a solid foundation of coordination 
from which to build from through the Local Emergency Planning Committee (LEPC) and Mineral 
County Fire Council.  The LEPC is made up of a diverse array of local stakeholders representing 
local, federal, and state agencies; schools; the hospital; local fire districts; law enforcement; and 
private businesses and citizens.  The LEPC addresses Mineral County’s capabilities to prepare for 
and respond to disasters in the County, including wildfire.  

As the name implies, Mineral County’s Fire Council is focused on fire and is comprised of 
representatives from the County, USFS, DNRC, and local fire districts.  The Fire Council serves 
as a forum to discuss matters related to fire management, effective fire protection, equipment 
needs, and to provide a means of communication between Mineral County and state and federal 
agencies.  As they are focused exclusively on fire, Mineral County’s Fire Council is the primary 
forum for addressing risks related to wildfire 

Strengthening Coordination in Mineral County
Often it is easier to talk about coordination than to engage in meaningful and effective coordination.  
While effective coordination happens during emergency events, coordination efforts can languish 
when there is not an immediate need.  In working on strengthening coordination efforts it is 
important to be realistic and recognize resource and capacity constraints.  Organizational budgets, 
staffing, and competing priorities are all factors that need to be considered when coordinating 
efforts to address wildfire risk.   

Through the development of this plan, the plan’s steering committee addressed several areas 
where coordination could be improved in Mineral County.  Coordination with local fire districts 
was highlighted as one such area.  With the exception of Frenchtown Fire, rural fire districts in 
Mineral County do not play a significant role in educating homeowners on risks posed by wildfires.  
Coordinating with local fire districts to disseminate information on wildfire risk and available 
resources is one way that Mineral County can more effectively reach out to homeowners on their 
role in reducing wildfire risk.  It was also highlighted by the steering committee that coordination 
could be improved between the USFS, DNRC, Mineral County, and local fire districts with regard 
to the location and timing of fuels reduction work on private and public lands.  Coordinating 
when and where fuels reduction work is taking place could help in prioritizing work on private 
land based on the location of recently completed or planned work on public lands, and vice versa.  

Good Neighbor Authority
There are a number of tools available for strengthening collaboration between the DNRC and U.S. 
Forest Service, one of which is the Good Neighbor Authority.  Authorized under the 2014 Farm 
Bill and the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2014, the Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) is a 
tool that allows the Forest Service to enter into cooperative agreements with the State to allow 
the State to carrying out forest, rangeland, and watershed restoration activities, as well as fuels 
reduction projects on National Forest lands.  The GNA can be used as a tool to increase the pace 
and scale of restoration projects and strengthen partnerships between state and federal agencies 
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to get more done across jurisdictional boundaries. 

In Montana a master GNA agreement between the DNRC and U.S. Forest Service was entered 
into in 2016.  The GNA agreement allows for a broad range of forest, watershed, and rangeland 
restoration activities including:

• Treating insect and disease infected trees;

• Reducing hazardous fuels; and

• Other activities to restore or improve forests, rangeland, and watershed health

The GNA could be an effective tool for furthering collaboration between the Forest Service and 
DNRC to complete restoration and fuels reductions projects in Mineral County.  As such the County 
should work to support efforts to find projects that fit the GNA definition in Mineral County.  The 
County should also continue to work with the Forest Service and DNRC on identifying, and utilizing, 
other authorities for strengthening collaboration that may become available in the future.
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Risk Assessment
Wildfire risk is a function of the likelihood a 
fire will occur, fire intensity, and the potential 
impact to community assets or high valued 
resources – see Figure 12.11  Wildfire risk 
assessments are a means of measuring and 
identifying the level of risk across an area. By 
themselves they are not decision-making tools, 
but instead are intended to aid in the process 
of deciding where to devote resources to 
mitigate or reduce risk.  Recognizing resource 
and capacity limitations, Mineral County’s risk 
assessment is intended to be used as a guide 
for where to focus risk mitigation efforts in the 
County.  Mineral County’s risk assessment was 
done using risk mapping completed by the Lolo 
National Forest coupled with input from local, 
state, and federal agencies with knowledge of 
on-the-ground conditions in the County. 

Risk Factors
While risk is an overall function of likelihood, intensity, and susceptibility/impact, there are many 
localized factors that contribute to fire intensity and impact as well as the ability of residents and 
firefighters to respond to and evacuate from fire events.  Below is a brief description of these risk 
factors in Mineral County. 

Access
Access, or lack thereof, can contribute to wildfire risk in a variety of ways.  First and foremost, 
limited access routes to and from residential areas can serve to impede residents’ ability to safely 
and quickly evacuate in the event of a fire.  Access constraints can also place limits on firefighters’ 
abilities to suppress wildfires and compromise their safety.  There are residential areas throughout 
Mineral County with only one way in and one way out.  In the event those access routes are 
blocked or are not safe for travel, residents and firefighters’ abilities to safely evacuate could be 
compromised.  Adding to this risk is the presence of high fuel loads abutting roads leading to 
and from residential areas, which is not uncommon in Mineral County.  In these areas, concerted 
efforts are needed to reducing fuel loads adjacent to roadways.  

Additionally, steep terrain and/or a lack of roads can restrict land managers ability to access 
areas for fuels treatments.  This situation is common throughout Mineral County, notably in the 
west end and on the north facing slopes south of Superior, where steep terrain and limited road 
networks make fuels treatments unfeasible, unsafe, or too costly to complete.  Another factor 
limiting access to public lands for fuels treatments is the lack of legal access through private lands 
adjacent to state or federal land.  In some instances, the lack of legal access through private land 
can cause restoration or fuels treatment projects on public lands to be more costly, delayed, 
or not completed.  In these cases, access easements could facilitate a project moving forward 

Figure 12 - Wildfire Risk Triangle
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quicker to completion.

Limited Fire Response Resources
While many of Mineral County’s residents are served by a local fire department, as mentioned 
previously, the Tarkio area is not in a fire district.  While nearby departments will respond to 
emergency situations in this area, it can result in long response times.  Even for areas served by a 
local fire department, staffing constraints and dispersed development patterns can also result in 
long response times during emergency situations. 

Structure Density
High structure density contributes to risk due to the potential higher cumulative impacts from fire 
in comparison to lower density development patterns.  Additionally, high structural density can 
also result in structure-to-structure ignition in the event one or more structures catch fire.

High Fuel Loads
High levels of live and/or dead fuels can increase fire intensity and compromise firefighters’ ability 
to safely respond to a fire.

Lack of Water
A lack of sufficient water supply or pressure can hinder firefighters’ ability to respond to and 
suppress wildfires.  This is especially relevant during the initial attack phase and during structure 
protection scenarios. There are areas of Mineral County where existing wells have insufficient 
water supply or pressure to effectively respond to wildfires and where turnaround times to 
refill engines or water tenders are long.  This issue is particularly concentrated west of St. Regis.  
While there are numerous draft sites (ponds, streams, rivers, lakes, etc.) throughout the County, 
firefighters are not always aware of where they are located.    

Lack of Defensible Space
A lack of defensible space around a structure can result in increased fire intensity, reduce a 
structures chance of surviving wildfire, and can put neighboring structures at risk.  Additionally, 
a lack of defensible space can also compromise firefighter safety during structure protection 
scenarios.

Lolo National Forest Risk Mapping
The Lolo National Forest recently completed a wildfire risk assessment on National Forest lands 
across the entire forest, which encompasses all of Mineral County.  The wildfire risk assessment 
is intended to support wildfire and fuels management decisions.  The assessment incorporated 
a variety of data sources including local calibrated fuels data, weather, fire history, and highly 
valued resources and assets to produce the following inputs:

1. Likelihood – The probability that a piece of ground will burn 

2. Intensity – How hot the fire is likely to burn.

3. Impacts – How highly valued resources and assets will be impacted at different intensity 
levels.

Together these inputs resulted in the wildfire risk assessment shown in Figure 13.  Wildfire risk is 
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Figure 13 - Lolo National Forest Wildfire Risk Map
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displayed in four categories, described as strategic fire management zones – see Table 4.  While 
the risk assessment does not cover private or state lands it is useful for the purposes of this 
plan for identifying areas in Mineral County that are adjacent to high risk areas.  Of note when 
looking at Figure 13 is the fact that Mineral County’s identified WUI roughly aligns with the areas 
identified as highest risk.

Priority at Risk Communities
Identifying priority at-risk communities in Mineral County involved using the Lolo National Forests’ 
risk assessment map in conjunction with input from CWPP steering committee members.   For 
ease of reference the priority at-risk communities have been broken into four county sub-regions, 
described in more detail below.  Figure 14 shows the priority at-risk communities in Mineral 
County overlain on the risk assessment map.    

Table 4 - Lolo National Forest Risk Mapping, Strategic Fire Management Zones

Community Wildfire Protection

This area identifies the highest risk to communities and 
community assets including concentrated human habitation, 
major infrastructure, high use recreational areas and 
inholdings with improvements. Delineation of this area may 
help prioritize fuel treatments and fire management activities.

General Wildfire Protection

This area identifies a high risk to communities and natural 
resources that would see a negative impact from wildland 
fire including major infrastructure, watersheds, critical 
habitat, timber values, recreational infrastructure, ecological 
structure and function. Delineation of this area may be 
used in the future forest plan revision to help prioritize 
ecological restoration projects to achieve desired conditions.

Restoration

This area identifies a low to moderate risk to mostly natural 
resource values and some isolated U.S. Forest Service 
owned assets including critical habitats not negatively 
impacted by wildfire, dispersed recreational opportunities, 
ecological structure and function. Delineation of this may 
be used in the future forest plan revision to help prioritize 
ecological restoration projects to achieve desired conditions.

Wildfire Maintenance

This area identifies a very low risk and where wildfires 
will very likely maintain or help achieve long range 
desired conditions including wilderness or proposed 
wilderness areas, inventoried roadless areas, ecological 
structure and function, and some isolated backcountry 
Forest Service owned assets. Management of 
wildfires may be used to achieve resource objectives.

Source: Lolo National Forest
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Figure 14 - Mineral County Priority At-Risk Communities
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West End
At-risk communities in the west end of Mineral County include Saltese, Haugan, De Borgia, and 
Cabin City.  Access is an issue in each of these communities with several residential developments 
having only one way in and one way out.  All of these communities are covered by the West 
End Rural Fire District, however, recruiting volunteer firefighters has been a challenge, which 
can limit fire response capabilities.  Furthermore, water supply is an issue in the west end with 
under-performing wells and a lack of dip sites for water to respond to wildfires.  Since 2005 there 
have been several fuels treatment projects (thinning and prescribed burning) done on public and 
private lands in the west end.  Even with these treatments however, there remain high fuel loads 
on public lands and a lack of defensible space around structures on private lands. 

St Regis Area
At risk communities in the St. Regis area include the community center of St. Regis as well as 
the Seven Mile residential area and the Cougar Meadows subdivision.  While there have been 
numerous fuels treatment projects completed around St. Regis since 2005, the high structure 
density in the community center of St. Regis is a concern in the event a large fire were to get 
established in the canyons south of town.  In the Seven Mile community access is the primary 
concern as there is only one way in and one way out.  Additionally, both Seven Mile and the 
Cougar Meadows subdivision have a lack of defensible space around structures and could benefit 
from additional fuels reduction on adjacent public lands.   

Superior Area
At-risk communities in the Superior area include the Town of Superior, Terrace Springs, the mouth 
of Thompson Creek, and the Superior water supply up Flat Creek. Terrace Springs and the mouth 
of Thompson Creek, located south of the Clark Fork river, have limited access routes, a need for 
defensible space around structures, and are bordered by high fuel loads on public lands.  The 
north facing slopes south of Superior have high fuel loads and are difficult to access for fuels 
treatments due to steep terrain and a lack of roads.  While fuels treatments have been completed 
south of this area, if a fire were to get established it could present a risk to homes and property 
in the Town of Superior where there is high structure density.  Lastly, Superior’s water supply is 
located up Flat Creek and, while wildfires have burned in this area in 2000 and 2013, it remains a 
priority to minimize wildfire impacts to the Town’s water supply and quality.

Alberton/Tarkio Area
At-risk communities in the Alberton/Tarkio area include Deep Creek, West Mountain Creek, 
Rivulet, Sawmill Gulch, the Town of Alberton and its water supply, South Fork of Fish Creek, and 
Hole in the Wall.  One primary concern in this area is the lack of a fire district covering the area 
around Tarkio (Rivulet and Deep Creek) as well as Hole in the Wall and the South Fork of Fish 
Creek.  As a result these areas can experience long response times during emergency events.  
Limited access is a concern in West Mountain Creek, Sawmill Gulch, South Fork of Fish Creek, and 
Hole in the Wall.  The area around the South Fish Creek has high fuel loads and could benefit from 
additional fuels treatments.  Lastly, while the area immediately surrounding the Town of Alberton 
has had past fuels treatments, high structure density could result in more pronounced impact to 
homes and property in the event of a large fire south of town. 
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Action Plan
Mineral County’s CWPP is intended to be an actionable and achievable document that is 
implemented over time to assist the County and its partners in preparing for wildfires.  The goals 
and actions outlined below provide Mineral County and its partners with a framework for how to 
move forward. The priority column for each action is intended to be used as a tool for prioritizing 
the allocation of limited resources.  The priority rankings reflect where the County should be 
investing its time and resources.  As resources are limited, implementation of each action will be 
incumbent upon availability of staff and funding.  

Updating the Plan
Mineral County’s first CWPP was adopted in 2005.  During the 2018 CWPP update process, it was 
widely recognized by the plan’s steering committee that 13 years between updates was too long 
and that the plan needs to be updated on a more regularly basis.  Mineral County’s 2018 CWPP is 
intended to be a living document that undergoes regular revisions and updates to ensure the plan 
remains relevant and sufficiently addresses wildfire risk in the County.  Ideally, a cursory review 
should be done on an annual basis to gauge progress and to identify whether minor revisions 
are needed.  At least once every five years the CWPP should undergo a more thorough review 
to evaluate whether a major update is needed to reflect changing conditions and circumstances.  
Conditions that may warrant a major update include, but are not limited to, major fires that 
significantly impact community assets and values; rapid population growth or decline; significant 
changes to resources dedicated to wildfire risk reduction or response; significant land use changes 
that impact wildfire risk; or changes to local, state, and/or federal laws pertaining to planning for 
wildfire. This effort should also be coordinated with updates to the Cooperative Fire Management 
Plan and the Local Annual Operating Plan.

Goal #1: Provide Knowledge and Resources to Community 
Members on the Risks of Living with Wildfire and their Role in 
Reducing Risk

Actions Partners Priority

1.1

Identify a primary point of contact 
or create a new position to lead and 
coordinate outreach and education 
efforts.

Mineral County Fire Council High

1.2

Proactively reach out to homeowners 
in high risk communities to inform 
them on their role in reducing wildfire 
risk in Mineral County and what they 
can do to create defensible space on 
their property. 

Local Fire Departments, Mineral 
County Fire Warden, Mineral 
County Health Department, Bitter 
Root RC&D, DNRC

High
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Actions Partners Priority

1.3

Work with local communities 
and homeowners associations 
on becoming certified Firewise 
Communities.

Mineral County Planning 
Department, Mineral County Fire 
Warden, DNRC, Alberton, Superior, 
St. Regis, other Mineral County 
Communities, Homeowners 
associations

High

1.4

Work with local fire departments to 
inform citizens on available resources 
for reducing wildfire risk, including 
Firewise, funding for fuels reduction 
on private lands, and FireSafe 
Montana. 

Mineral County Fire Warden, Local 
Fire Departments, LEPC, DNRC, 
Bitter Root RC&D

High

1.5
Develop a centralized website where 
Mineral County residents can go to 
learn about becoming fire adapted.

Mineral County Fire Warden, 
Mineral County Fire Council, 
Mineral County Health Department

High

1.6

Work with homeowners on 
identifying primary and alternate 
escape routes to be used during 
emergency events.

Mineral County Fire Warden, Local 
Fire Departments, Homeowners 
associations

High

1.7

Mail a wildfire self-assessment form, 
(with paid return postage) to all 
Mineral County residents to evaluate 
how private citizens view their own 
wildfire risk and to get an idea of 
which residents are interested in 
taking steps to become fire adapted.

Mineral County Fire Warden, DNRC Medium

1.8

Develop a proactive marketing 
campaign, utilizing radio, TV, print, 
social media, and/or digital media to 
inform homeowners of wildfire risk 
and available resources. 

Mineral County Fire Warden, DNRC Medium

1.9

Organize community workshops 
where residents can learn about their 
role and benefits of reducing wildfire 
risk and the resources available to 
them. 

Mineral County Fire Warden, Local 
Fire Departments, USFS, DNRC Medium
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Actions Partners Priority

1.10

Set up informational booths at events 
where community members can 
learn about reducing wildfire risk in 
Mineral County.

Mineral County Fire Warden, DNRC, 
Local Fire Departments, USFS Medium

1.11

Develop a system that allows 
landowners to notify local fire 
districts that they will be burning 
during the open burning period.

Local fire districts, DNRC, Mineral 
County Fire Warden Medium

Goal #2: Ensure Coordination Among Organizations Involved in 
Wildfire Risk Reduction and Public Outreach

Actions Partners Priority

2.1

Provide for coordination between 
the USFS, Mineral County, Local Fire 
Departments, DNRC, FWP, MRL, and 
BPA with regard to the location of 
fuels reduction projects.  

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC, Local 
Fire Departments, FWP, MRL, BPA High

2.2

Prioritize private land fuels reduction 
projects in areas where work has 
been done on adjacent public and/or 
private lands

Mineral County Fire Warden, Local 
Fire Departments, LEPC, DNRC, Bitter 
Root RC&D

High

2.3

Work with the Forest Service on 
getting advance notice of fuels 
reduction projects on public lands to 
enable targeted outreach to adjacent 
private landowners.

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC, Mineral 
County Fire Council, Bitter Root 
RC&D

High

2.4
Utilize the Mineral County Fire 
Council as a forum for coordinating 
outreach efforts.

Mineral County Fire Council High

2.5

Develop a coordinated and consistent 
message for public outreach, that is 
used by all organizations interfacing 
with the public.

Local Fire Departments, Mineral 
County Fire Warden, DNRC, USFS High
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Actions Partners Priority

2.6

Create a centralized database 
and map displaying the location 
of completed and planned fuels 
treatments on public and private 
lands.

Mineral County Fire Council, DNRC, 
local fire districts High

2.7
Reach out to the Forest Service and 
DNRC on developing Good Neighbor 
Authority projects in Mineral County.

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC High

2.8

Create a uniform method for 
assessing wildfire risk on private 
property - e.g. Situation Analyst 
Montana or similar method.

Mineral County Planning 
Department, Local Fire Departments, 
DNRC, Bitter Root RC&D

Medium

2.9

Work with adjacent counties in 
Montana and Idaho on coordinating 
outreach and wildfire mitigation 
efforts.

Mineral County, adjacent Counties, 
Mineral County Fire Council Medium

Goal #3: Reduce Wildfire Risk in Mineral County through 
Forest Treatments that Create Resilient Landscapes

Actions Partners Priority

3.1

Target fuels treatments in and 
adjacent to: 

•	 Priority at risk communities 

•	 Areas where access 
constraints exist

•	 Areas identified as highest risk 
in the wildfire risk assessment.

USFS, DNRC, Local Fire Departments, 
FWP, Bitter Root RC&D High

3.2
Ensure ongoing maintenance of 
treated areas on public and private 
lands.

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC, Bitter 
Root RC&D High

3.3
Continue to seek out grant funding 
for fuels reduction work on private 
lands.

Mineral County, DNRC, Local Fire 
Departments, Bitter Root RC&D High



Mineral County 2018 Community Wildfire Protection Plan 38

Actions Partners Priority

3.4

Reach out to the Forest Service, 
DNRC, FWP, Weyerhaeuser, and other 
large landowners about evaluating 
keeping roads open on a case by case 
basis for ongoing forest management 
and fire response.

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC, FWP, 
Weyerhaeuser High

3.5

Work with the Montana Department 
of Transportation and Montana Rail 
Link on completing and maintaining 
fuels reduction projects in their 
rights-of-way.

Mineral County, MDT, MRL High

3.6 Reduce fuel loads on County roads 
accessing residential areas.

Mineral County, Forest Service, 
DNRC, Local Fire Departments High

3.7

Where feasible utilize commercial 
timber harvest as a fuels 
management treatment to reduce 
fuel loads and offset costs.

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC Medium

3.8

Work with private landowners 
adjacent to public lands on 
establishing access easements for 
land management agencies to access 
public lands for fuels treatments.

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC, FWP Medium

3.9
Work with public and private 
landowners on ensuring logging and 
thinning slash is properly treated.

Mineral County, USFS, DNRC, private 
landowners Medium
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Goal #4: Enhance Regulatory Tools for Reducing Wildfire Risk
Actions Partners Priority

4.1

Update subdivision regulations to:

•	 Provide more detailed 
requirements and guidance for 
creating defensible space.

•	 Require the use of fire-
resistant construction 
materials in high risk areas, 
including roof design windows, 
vents, doors and gutters, and 
other items.

•	 Require a fire prevention 
and control plan for all 
subdivisions.

•	 Require annual testing and 
maintenance of water supplies

Mineral County High

Goal #5: Ensure Fire Departments Have Sufficient Resources to 
Respond to Fires

Actions Partners Priority

5.1

Work with homeowners associations 
and local communities on developing 
additional water supplies and 
secondary access routes.

Mineral County, Homeowners 
Associations, Local fire departments, 
Mineral County Cities and 
Communities.

High

5.2 Develop new methods for recruiting 
and retaining volunteer fire fighters.

Local fire departments, LEPC, 
Mineral County Fire Council High

5.3

Work with local fire departments on 
ensuring their firefighters have suffi-
cient qualifications for responding to 
wildfires – e.g. red cards.

Local fire departments, DNRC High

5.4

Work with local residents to provide 
fire coverage in the area around 
Tarkio, either through annexing into 
an existing fire district or through the 
creation of a fire service area.

Mineral County, property owners, 
adjacent local fire districts High
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Actions Partners Priority

5.5

Work with local fire districts on 
inventorying their resource needs 
and providing assistance to ensure 
adequate resources are available. 

Mineral County, DNRC, Local fire 
districts Medium

5.6

Map available water supplies 
throughout Mineral County including 
but not limited to:

•	 Wells;

•	 Streams and creeks (large and 
small);

•	 Ponds;

•	 Dip sites; and

•	 Other potential draft sites

Mineral County, DNRC, USFS, Local 
Fire Districts, private property 
owners

High

(Endnotes)
1  American Community Survey

2  Montana Census and Economic Information Center

3  https://wrcc.dri.edu/

4  Mineral County Growth Policy

5  LANDFIRE/GAP Land Cover Map Unit Descriptions

6  LANDFIRE/GAP Land Cover Map Unit Descriptions

7  Montana Code Annotated

8  Mineral County Pre-Disaster Mitigation Plan

9  Mineral County Subdivision Regulations

10  http://firesafemt.org/about

11  https://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs/rmrs_gtr349.pdf
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Appendix A - Summary of Public Outreach 
The first draft of Mineral County’s CWPP was released for public review and comment on March 
22, 2018 kicking off the public comment period which ended on April 20, 2018.  During that time 
four public meetings were held in De Borgia, St. Regis, Superior, and Alberton, to present the plan 
to and obtain feedback from members of the public.  In addition, Mineral County residents also 
submitted comments on the draft CWPP via email to the Mineral County planning department.  
Below is a summary of public comments received.  

Comments Received at Public Meetings
St. Regis Meeting – April 16, 2018

• I-90 needs to be viewed as a potential ignition source.  Mineral County needs to work with 
MDT on ensuring fuels mitigation is done within their rights-of-way.

• There is a need for MOUs or agreements with private landowners in certain locations to en-
sure access through their properties to access public lands in order to treat fuels and fight 
fires.

• Some DNRC land around 4 Mile was thinned but slash was left on the ground and needs to be 
addressed as it is a fire hazard.

• Rural addressing is a concern.  New subdivision lots are required to be addressed prior to final 
plat filing but some people do not post addresses.  Also, there is a lack of telephone landlines 
and use of cell phones can make contacting landowners difficult in emergency situations.   

• Insurance companies are taking a more active role in looking at wildfire risk, but fire safety 
requirements are not mandatory or uniformly required.  Currently there is no permit process 
to make sure homes are built (or maintained) in a firesafe manner.

• 4 Mile, Camels Hump Road, and the De Borgia area need fuels reduction work. Camels Hump 
Road has one ingress-egress.  Fuels work has been done but woody debris was left on the 
ground.  

• Thinning is needed along roadways throughout the county.

• In some places additional escape routes are needed as well as easements.  Trestle Creek Golf 
Course was mentioned.

• mitigation on the back road from St. Regis to Superior is needed. This project would need 
MDT coordination.

• energy storage capabilities, solar cells and back up generators (or similar) were discussed as 
a way to provide power to central places (schools, senior centers, courthouse) in the event of 
an emergency.  

• neighbor’ authority was mentioned as a way to coordinate with DNRC on fuels reduction 
projects and streamline processes.  A participant said this has been used successfully in the 
Idaho Panhandle.

• A commenter suggested that fuels reduction projects that have been done are extremely 
small when compared to the landscape and need.

• are thousands of acres of dead and dying timber that could be harvested.  However, it is not 



Mineral County 2018 Community Wildfire Protection Plan 42

clear there is a market for this wood.

• The group discussed volunteer fire departments and how there is limited incentive to volun-
teer.

• The current plan shows that between 1992 – 2015 human caused ignitions accounted for 
under 20% of all wildfires in Mineral County.  If you were to look at the last ten years alone 
you would see that human caused ignitions are on the rise and account for closer to 50% of 
wildfires.

Superior – April 17, 2018

• Thinning on public lands in the wildland-urban interface has been piecemeal and seems to 
have halted.  A Forest Service representative mentioned that fuels reduction work has been 
ongoing in the WUI though it is not always visible to members of the public.

• One problem is the Forest Services “let it burn” policy.  In order to effectively address fire you 
need to be able to catch them when they are small.  

• We need to use more helicopters and other aerial resources to suppress fires when they start.

• The Forest Service is destroying roads that could be used to access areas for timber harvests, 
fuels reduction, and fire suppression.

• Would like to see how the County can support more logging on public lands.

Alberton – April 18, 2018

• The Montana Rail-Link right-of-way needs fuels mitigation work throughout the County.

• Discussion on fuels reduction grants available to private landowners. 

De Borgia – April 19, 2018

• Access is a big concern in the De Borgia area – several residential areas have one way in and 
one way out.

• With the De Baugen project the Forest Service destroyed the roads that were built which is 
unfortunate because they limited access for future fuels treatments, fire suppression resourc-
es, and forest management.  

• The Forest Service needs to stop closing roads which can be used for access.  A Forest Service 
representative mentioned that when they build roads as part of a project they need to be 
obliterated when it is complete, which is in part driven by policies beyond the local level.  It is 
a challenging balance for the Forest Service and there are limitations regarding keeping roads 
open.

• Participants felt that there should not be a blanket policy but that the decision to keep roads 
open should be looked at on a project by project basis.  Some projects it may make sense to 
obliterate roads while others could remain.  Instead of obliterating roads they could be gated.  
That way the public would not be able to drive on them, but they could still be used for future 
forest management including, fuels reduction, timber harvest, or fire suppression.  

• Staffing the rural fire district is a challenge.  Often times they can only get 2-3 people to show 
up to meetings.  It is difficult with everyone working full time jobs.
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• Regarding fuels mitigation on private lands there was sentiment that some residents just don’t 
want people coming onto their land.  Other participants felt that people would be receptive 
to learning about what they can do to reduce wildfire risk on their property, but they don’t 
want to be told what to do.  Instead the message needs to be framed as “here are options of 
what could be done and here are resources to help.” 

• There is a chipper available from the soil conservation district that is available for use by pri-
vate citizens that should be mentioned.

• The West End fire district also has a chipper, but a fire fighter is required to be on-site during 
use which limits its availability and use by private landowners.

• Regarding the mapping of water resources - it also needs to include information on how much 
water is available as well as which wells are good and which are bad.

Submitted Comments Outside Public Meetings
Emailed Comment from Private Citizen - April 12, 2018

Now--I have some comments on the CWPP I’d like to submit:

In general, the state and county have areas with unmanaged natural fuels in their rights-of-way 
where there is are risks of vehicle- and human-caused fires.

More specifically around St. Regis, Mullan Road and Fourmile Road have roadside fuels adjoining 
various ownerships. There are issues with who owns the r-o-w past Schober’s Towing and Repair 
and the St. Regis Park. There could also be issues with Little Joe Road. Along Mullan Road and 
Fourmile there is dense untreated vegetation between I-90, the county road, and private lands. 
The major fire fear for some of us, despite having mitigated fuels on our own properties, is a fire 
start along I-90 which would carry into private property. The first thing to go down would be the 
overhead power and the neighborhood could be trapped w/o water. Cochran Lane and Fourmile/
Mud Lake roads can be alternate escape routes but are controlled by other parties. 

It seems there should be a concerted effort by MDT and Mineral County to treat flashy roadside 
fuels on their rights-of-way, possibly also providing some timber for industry. Emergency routes 
also need to agreed upon in advance.

Emailed Comment from Private Citizen - April 17, 2018

Here are some more comments on the CWPP specific to St. Regis:

Fourmile Creek Road, which turns into FS Road 891, branches through DNRC land to become Road 
7753 terminating at Sloway Road 389. There are gates on both ends of 7753 for a year-round clo-
sure agreed to by the FS and DNRC. DNRC locks the west end and I don’t know the arrangement 
on the east end which used to be FS control. Road 7753 was extended westward across DNRC 
land to Fourmile about 15 years ago to facilitate timber sale hauling toward St. Regis for efficien-
cy, then was gated. A short distance inside the west (DNRC) gate on 7753 the DNRC a few years 
ago handthinned a stand of young lodgepole and ponderosa pine re-growth. The resulting slash 
bed remains over several acres up to a depth of knee-deep, which seems to be inadequately mit-
igated. That condition merges into stands of thick understory and ladder fuels all the way to I-90 
and adjoining private lands. Prior to that thinning, Tricon Timber harvested some volume in an 
adjoining area along Fourmile and used a masticator to reduce residual fuels to acceptable levels, 
which was acceptable and near to private lands. This is to document statements I made at the 
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CWPP session April 16 in St. Regis.

Emailed Comment from Private Citizen - April 19, 2018

Writer’s  Background:  Elected  West End Volunteer Fire Chief 2005 to 2012.,  Did the research 
for the West End’s contribution to the 2005 CWPP.   Elected Chairman of the Mineral County 
Fire Council , Elected to the State Fire Chief’s Board.  Obtained over $1,000,000 in grants for the 
West End.  Built the West End department to approximately 40 individuals with 28 certified as 
“Montana Firefighters”  and 14 trained and certified as “Engine Boss”.  The writer is one of the 
individuals who signed the original document establishing FireSafe Montana.  Worked with the 
various environmentalists to successfully promote the DeBaugan Fuel Mitigation Project and to 
demonstrate to homeowners the various fuel mitigation processes.

Draft page 28:  West End.  Third sentence:  “All of these...”  Relating to recruiting:  First you must 
ask why the department went from many highly qualified members in May of 2012 to its pres-
ent condition?  The cause is well documented in newspapers and in the record of the County 
Commissioners.  Hint: Political games of the Commissioners and FAILURE of the Commissioner’s 
Fiduciary Responsibility.   The question becomes not of the present condition, but of how, exactly, 
step by step, to recover the previous excellence.

Draft Page 29:  First paragraph, first sentence: “Furthermore, water supply..”  There is an ap-
proximately 300gpm well and a 25gpm well at the De Borgia fire station.  The 300gpm well has a 
backup propane generator on scene with a 500 gallon dedicated fuel tank.  There is a similar well 
at the Saltese fire station which had a diesel backup generator for an electric pump that was to 
be installed as well as three surplus military high capacity diesel pumps, one of which had been 
tested to draw from the well with a four inch suction hose.  The other trailer mounted pumps 
were to be used to draft from the river and from the pond at the O’Aces restaurant.  Additionally, 
at least one “dip” location on private land had been arranged as well a 10,000 gallon open top 
fiberglass tank was available at the De Borgia station which could be filled from the 300gpm well 
to be used for dipping or auxiliary filling of fire engines (fill one from the tank and one from the 
300gpm well, and one from the 25gpm well...simultaneously.

Regarding the available water supplies in Mineral County:  Why not draw a map with the water 
supplies located with details relating to the supply, access, potential pumping solutions, etc.  Cop-
ies of the map at all fire stations, and in all fire trucks, and with the forest service, etc.  Then set 
up a few practice runs at each point to test the assumptions and train the troops  .

Time to appoint a new fire warden?

A few specific questions related to the West End:  

1. Why has the foam gun on Engine number 2 been inoperable for over two years?  (The only  
compressed air foam rig in the County with both type A and type B foam capability on board.)

2. Why is the West End’s chipper not available for trained residents to use on personal, local  
fuel mitigation projects?  The grant for this chipper was to make it available to West End  
property owners so as to make the entire community more fire resistant.   Use of a chipper 
dramatically reduces the fire hazard of burning slash and also significantly reduces smoke 
pollution which is especially significant for older people with reduced lung capacity or anyone 
with allergies to the various smoke products.

3. Why are none of the West End’s fire board trustees not members of the fire department?   
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Active membership and training in a department provides the absolutely necessary back-
ground for decision making, recruiting and retention of volunteer members.  (Prior to the 
mass volunteer resignations from the department and the board of trustees  in 2012, all fire 
board trustees were active volunteer firefighters and two of the members were also volun-
teer EMTs  and State certified EMT instructors.)

If any members of the Committee would like further clarification of the information presented, 
please call, write or email.  

Thank you for serving the community
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