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Environmental Assessment

The Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) has prepared this Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment (EA) in
accordance with the requirements of the Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA). Title 75, Parts 1-3, Montana Code
Annotated (MCA). The purpose of an EA is to identify, analyze, and disclose the impacts of a proposed state action. This
document may disclose impacts that have no required mitigation measures, or over which FWP, more broadly, has no
regulatory authority.

Local governments, the federal government, and other state agencies may have authority over different resources and
activities under separate regulations. FWP actions will only be approved if the proposed action complies with applicable
regulations. FWP has a separate obligation to comply with any federal, state, or local laws and to obtain any other
permits, licenses, or approvals required for any part of the proposed action.

This Draft EA was prepared for the following action:

PROJECT NAME: Roosters for Recruitment Pheasant Releases

LOCATION: Suitable pheasant habitat statewide ‘ COUNTY:
PROPERTY OWNERSHIP: D<|FEDERAL [X|STATE [ |COUNTY [X|PRIVATE

EA PREPARER: Deb O’Neill | DATE ISSUED:

|.  Compliance with the Montana Environmental Policy Act

Before a proposed project may be approved, environmental review must be conducted to identify and consider
potential impacts of the proposed project on the affected human environment (i.e., human population and
physical environment affected by the project). The Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) and its
implementing rules and regulations require different levels of environmental review, depending on the proposed
project, significance of potential impacts, and the review timeline. § 75-1-201, Montana Code Annotated (“MCA”),
and the Administrative Rules of Montana (“ARM”) 12.2.430, General Requirements of the Environmental Review
Process. This programmatic EA satisfies the requirements in 12.2.444, ARM.

FWP must prepare an EA when:
e Itis considering a “state-proposed project,” which is defined in § 75-1-220(8)(a) as:
(i) a project, program, or activity initiated and directly undertaken by a state agency;

(i) ... a project or activity supported through a contract, grant, subsidy, loan, or other form of
funding assistance from a state agency, either singly or in combination with one or more other
state agencies; or

(iii) ... a project or activity authorized by a state agency acting in a land management capacity for
a lease, easement, license, or other authorization to act.

e It is not clear without preparation of an EA whether the proposed project is a major one significantly
affecting the quality of the human environment. ARM 12.2.430(3)(a));

e FWP has not otherwise implemented the interdisciplinary analysis and public review purposes listed in
ARM 12.2.430(2) (a) and (d) through a similar planning and decision-making process (ARM 12.2.430(3)(b));

e Statutory requirements do not allow sufficient time for the FWP to prepare an EIS (ARM 12.2.430(3)(c));

e The project is not specifically excluded from MEPA review according to § 75-1-220(8)(b) or ARM
12.2.430(5); or

e As an alternative to preparing an EIS, prepare an EA whenever the project is one that might normally
require an EIS, but effects which might otherwise be deemed significant appear to be mitigable below the
level of significance through design, or enforceable controls or stipulations or both imposed by the agency
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or other government agencies. For an EA to suffice in this instance, the agency must determine that all the
impacts of the proposed project have been accurately identified, that they will be mitigated below the
level of significance, and that no significant impact is likely to occur. The agency may not consider
compensation for purposes of determining that impacts have been mitigated below the level of
significance (ARM 12.2.430(4)).

MEPA is procedural; its intent is to ensure that impacts to the environment associated with a proposed project
are fully considered and the public is informed of potential impacts resulting from the project.

Background and Description of Proposed Project

Name of Project: Roosters for Recruitment Pheasant Releases

FWP has administered a pheasant release program since 1987, whereby pen-raised pheasants are released on
private lands for population augmentation and increased hunting opportunity. In March of 2021, following
legislative action and funding, a new pheasant release program was established to support recruitment,
retention, and reactivation (R3) efforts in Montana, which aims to engage youth in the sport of hunting, promote
hunter success, and provide additional hunting opportunities for hunters of all ages.

FWP will continue to develop and implement this program and release up to 50,000 pheasants annually on
suitable land in Montana, to include private, state, and federally owned lands. The number of birds to be
released and size of release site will vary from location to location but may total 50,000 birds annually. The
number of birds per site will be evaluated according to each site, and the total number of birds released will be
proportional to the size of the site, habitats available, and the potential hunter use of that site. Determinations
of sites and numbers of birds will be made on an annual basis. The location of release sites and number of
pheasants released annually will vary depending on several factors, including suitability of release sites and
availability of pen-raised pheasants.

Collaboration with the federal agencies would occur prior to any releases on federal lands. Private land releases
would be negotiated with willing landowners to ensure transparent confirmation and description of agreed
upon public access opportunities. No pheasants will be released on private land without the landowner’s
commitment to and description of allowed public hunting access for pheasants. Pheasant hunting access
agreements with private landowners can be developed throughout the year, so long as posting the opportunity
occurs at least one week prior to the youth hunting weekend for public awareness.

No releases would occur within Richland, Roosevelt, and Fergus Counties, as they serve as control sites should
any assessment of releases vs non-releases counties be desired (ARM 12.9.602(f)). Grizzly bear presence may
preclude some releases.

Suitable habitat in Montana on all lands totals approximately 14 million acres (Table 1 and Figure 1). These lands
typically contain a mix of cereal grains, idle grasses for security and nesting, wetlands, and winter cover. Habitat
components vary across sites and will vary year to year. This EA only will consider releases in suitable habitat on
certain state, federal, and private lands. These lands do not include the three excluded counties mentioned
above. Any of these areas may be used for pheasant releases, but the most desirable sites would be those fairly
close to accessible roads and population centers in order to maximize access for hunters.

Pheasants released through this program are raised at the Montana State Prison in Deer Lodge by the
Department of Corrections (DOC) Montana Correctional Enterprises (MCE). The facility is a National Poultry
Improvement Plan (NPIP) certified hatchery and must test negative for certain poultry diseases, specifically
Salmonella pullorum, Salmonella typhoid, Salmonella enteritidis, Mycoplasma gallisepticum, Mycoplasma

3



synoviae, Mycoplasma meleagridis, and Avian Influenza. Before the release, the overall condition of the birds will
be assessed by MCE and FWP staff to assure a general healthy condition. Any visibly sick or injured birds will be
rejected for release.

Pheasant Habitat by Ownership Type MONTANAFWP

Pheasant Habitat by Owner I Excluded County ,.t
g State Govermnment
- Federal Government
- Local Government
Private
0 5 50
ies and Lands data from Montana State Library. Pheasant Habitat and Grizzly Bear Recovery Zone from Montana Fish, wildiife & Parks, Helena, MT. 158 0617234 CAB - 06/30/2026 Miles EE———

Figure 1. Pheasant habitat by ownership type.

Pheasant releases would occur a few days prior to the youth pheasant opener, which is generally the third or
fourth weekend in September. Releases may continue throughout October and into November. Releases will not
occur after Thanksgiving.

The most likely state lands for pheasants to be released are FWP Wildlife Management Areas (WMA), but
additional state lands with suitable habitat will be considered. Federal lands could include U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Reclamation, and Bureau of Land Management.

Past research on Montana pheasant releases indicates that more than 50% of released birds travel more than
one mile from the release site and have traveled up to 14 miles away (Roby, 1951). While less time between
release dates and hunting would occur under this program as compared to that study (~three days vs 30-60+),
this research shows that released birds may move to other lands in the vicinity of release sites.



Table 1. Acres of pheasant habitat in Montana and potential acres considered for release.

Property Owner Acres of Suitable | Acres Considered for Pheasant Releases
Pheasant Habitat

City Government 16,038.5

County Government 23,400.4

Local Government 14,150.0

Montana Department of 502.5

Corrections

Montana Department of Natural 4,900.2 4,900.2

Resources and Conservation

Montana Department of 2,532.9

Transportation

Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks 36,447.0 36,447

Montana State Trust Lands 1,123,654.2 1,123,654.2

Montana University System 4,615.6

National Park Service 40.0

Private 12,816,102.1 12,816,102.1

State of Montana (other) 1,545.6

US Army Corps of Engineers 1,996.4

US Bureau of Land Management 260,721.6 260,721.6

US Bureau of Reclamation 82,340.0 82,340.0

US Department of Agriculture 15,516.3 15,516.3

US Department of Defense 1,893.6

US Fish and Wildlife Service 68,284.5 68,284.5

US Forest Service 4,187.2 4,187.2

US Government 500.0

Total 14,479,369 14,412,153

lll.  General Setting of the Affected Environment

The analysis area for direct, secondary, and cumulative impacts on the physical environment and human
population resources analyzed by this Draft EA includes all suitable pheasant habitat on state, federal, and
private lands in Montana.

Physical Environment

Suitable pheasant habitat typically contains a mix of cereal grains, idle grasses for security and nesting, wetlands,
and winter cover. Habitat components vary across sites and will vary year to year. While estimating acreage for
releases is useful using GIS, an in-person assessment will need to be conducted prior to releases as conditions
can change.



A total of 431,050 acres of federal land, 1,163,965 acres state land, and 12,811,168 acres private land are
estimated to be suitable pheasant habitat.

A total of 447 wildlife species may use this habitat. This includes 104 mammals, 312 birds, 18 reptiles, and 13
amphibians. One hundred and three of these species are listed as state Species of Concern (SOC), five of which
also are federally listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act (ESA; Appendix A), and two of which
are listed as endangered under the ESA.

Human Population:

As of the latest U.S. Census Bureau estimate in 2023, an estimated 1,130,612 people lived in Montana. Table 2
summarizes population demographics in Montana.

Table 2. Race demographic of the area affected by the proposed project.

Race Percent of Total Population (%)
White 84.5
Native American 6.2
Black 0.5
Hispanic 4.2
Asian 0.8
Other 3.8

Recreation:

Recreation is an important part of Montana culture. Most of the lands that may be affected by the proposed
action are agricultural lands and do not support diverse recreational uses. Recreation on these lands typically
includes hunting for migratory birds, upland birds, and big game. Dog training also may occur on these lands.

Purpose and Need, Benefits of Proposed Project

The EA must include a description of the purpose and need or benefits of the proposed project. ARM
12.2.432(3)(b). Benefits of the proposed project refer to benefits to the resource, public, department, state,
and/or other.

The purpose of the proposed project is to increase recreational opportunities for hunters, especially youth
hunters. By releasing a substantial number of pheasants prior to the youth season opener, FWP will increase
successful harvest by youth, facilitating recruitment and retention to upland gamebird hunting. Pheasants also
will be released after the youth season opener to provide additional opportunities for all upland game bird
hunters, resulting in additional recruitment and retention.

If FWP prepared a cost/benefit analysis before completion of the EA, the EA must contain the cost/benefit analysis

or a reference to it. ARM 12.2.432(3)(b).

Yes” No

Was a cost/benefit analysis prepared for the proposed project? O
* If yes, a copy of the cost/benefit analysis prepared for the proposed project is included in Attachment A to this Draft EA




V. Other Agency Regulatory Responsibilities
FWP must list any federal, state, and/or local agencies that have overlapping or additional jurisdiction, or
environmental review responsibility for the proposed project, as well as permits, licenses, and other required
authorizations. ARM 12.2.432(3)(c).

A list of other required local, state, and federal approvals, such as permits, certificates, and/or licenses from
affected agencies is included in Table 3 below. This information is also provided in Section X, Cumulative Impacts
Analysis, as applicable, for any related past, present, and known future actions as they relate to the proposed
action.

Table 3 summarizes state requirements but does not necessarily represent a complete and comprehensive list of
all permits, certificates, or approvals needed. Rather, Table 3 lists the primary state agencies with regulatory
responsibilities, the applicable regulation(s), and the purpose of the regulation(s). Agency decision-making is
governed by state and federal laws, including statutes, rules, and regulations, that form the legal basis for the
conditions the proposed project must meet to obtain necessary permits, certificates, licenses, or other
approvals. Further, these laws set forth the conditions under which each agency could deny the necessary
approvals.

Table 3. Federal, State, and/or Local Regulatory Responsibilities

Agency Type of Authorization (permit, | Purpose
license, stipulation, other)

Montana Fish and Wildlife Authority to introduce or Oversight

Commission transplant pheasants (87-5-
714, MCA)

Montana Department of Oversight authority of all To ensure health of pheasants prior to release.

Livestock pheasant producers

Montana Department of Agreement to release Ensures collaboration

Natural Resources and pheasants on state trust lands

Conservation

U.S. Bureau of Reclamation Agreement to release Ensures collaboration
pheasants on BOR

U.S. Forest Service Agreement to release Ensures collaboration
pheasants on USFS lands

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Agreement to release Ensures collaboration
pheasants on USFWS lands

VI. List of Mitigations, Stipulations

Mitigations, stipulations, and other enforceable controls required by FWP, or another agency, may be relied upon to limit
potential impacts associated with a proposed Project. Table 4 below lists and evaluates enforceable conditions FWP may
rely on to limit potential impacts associated with the proposed Project. ARM 12.2.432(3)(g).

Table 4. Listing and Evaluation of Enforceable Mitigations Limiting Impacts

Are enforceable controls limiting potential impacts of the proposed Yes No [
action? If not, no further evaluation is needed.
If yes, are these controls being relied upon to limit impacts below the level Yes No [
of significance? If yes, list the enforceable control(s) below
Enforceable Control | Responsible Agency Authority (Rule, Permit, | Effect of Enforceable Control on
Stipulation, Other) Proposed Project
Department of National Poultry Ensuring pheasants are monitored and
Livestock Improvement Plan healthy prior to release
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VIl.  Alternatives Considered

In addition to the proposed project (Alternative 2), and as required by MEPA, FWP analyzes the "No-Action" alternative
(Alternative 1) in this EA. Under the “No Action” alternative, the proposed project would not occur. Therefore, no
additional impacts to the physical environment or human population (human environment) in the analysis area would
occur. The “No Action” alternative forms the baseline from which the potential impacts of the proposed project can be
measured.

Yes® No
Were any additional and reasonable alternatives considered? O

*f yes, a list and description of the other alternatives considered, but not carried forward for detailed review is included below

Yes® No
‘ Were any additional alternatives considered and dismissed for cause? O

*f yes, a list and description of the other alternatives considered, but not carried forward for detailed review, is included below

VIIl.  Terms Used to Describe Potential Impacts on the Physical Environment and
Human Population

The impacts analysis identifies and evaluates direct, secondary, and cumulative impacts.
o Direct impacts are those that occur at the same time and place as the action that triggers the effect.

e Secondary impacts “are further impacts to the human environment that may be stimulated or induced by or
otherwise result from a direct impact of the action.” ARM 12.2.429(18).

e Cumulative impacts “means the collective impacts on the human environment of the proposed action when
considered in conjunction with other past and present actions related to the proposed action by location or generic
type. Related future actions must also be considered when these actions are under concurrent consideration by

any state agency through pre-impact statement studies, separate impact statement evaluation, or permit
processing procedures.” ARM 12.2.429(7).

Where impacts are expected to occur, the impact analysis estimates the extent, duration, frequency, and severity of the
impact. The duration of an impact is quantified as follows:

e  Short-Term: impacts that would not last longer than the proposed project.
e  Long-Term: impacts that would remain or occur following the proposed project.
The severity of an impact is measured using the following:
e No Impact: there would be no change from current conditions.
o  Negligible: an adverse or beneficial effect would occur but would be at the lowest levels of detection.

e Minor: the effect would be noticeable but would be relatively small and would not affect the function or integrity
of the resource.

e  Moderate: the effect would be easily identifiable and would change the function or integrity of the resource.

e Major: the effect would irretrievably alter the resource.
8



Some impacts may require mitigation. As defined in ARM 12.2.429, mitigation means:
e Avoiding an impact by not taking a certain action or parts of a project;
e Minimizing impacts by limiting the degree or magnitude of a project and its implementation;
e Rectifying an impact by repairing, rehabilitating, or restoring the affected environment; or

e Reducing or eliminating an impact over time by preservation and maintenance operations during the life of a
project or the time period thereafter that an impact continues.

FWP may, as an alternative to preparing an EIS, prepare an EA whenever the action is one that might normally require an
EIS, but effects which might otherwise be deemed significant appear to be mitigable below the level of significance
through design, or enforceable controls or stipulations, or both, imposed by the agency or other government agencies.
For an EA to suffice in this instance, the agency must determine that all the impacts of the proposed action have been
accurately identified, that they will be mitigated below the level of significance, and that no significant impact is likely to
occur. The agency may not consider compensation for purposes of determining that impacts have been mitigated below
the level of significance. ARM 12.2.430(4).

A list of any mitigation strategies including, but not limited to, design, enforceable controls or stipulations, or both, as
applicable to the proposed project is included in Section VI above.

FWP must analyze impacts to the physical and human environment for each alternative considered. The proposed
project considered the following alternatives:

e Alternative 1: No Action

Under the “No Action” alternative, the proposed project would not occur. Therefore, no additional impacts to
the physical environment or human population (human environment) in the analysis area would occur. The “No
Action” alternative forms the baseline from which the potential impacts of the proposed project can be
measured.

e Alternative 2: Proposed Project

Reference Section Il, Background and Description of Proposed Project and Section Ill, Purpose and Need, Benefits
of the Proposed Project.

IX. Determining the Significance of Impacts

If the EA identifies impacts associated with the proposed action FWP must determine the significance of the impacts. This
determination forms the basis for FWP’s decision as to whether it is necessary to prepare an environmental impact
statement. FWP considered the criteria identified in Table 5 below to determine the significance of each impact on the
quality of the physical and human environment. ARM 12.2.431.

The significance determination is made by giving weight to these criteria in their totality. For example, impacts identified
as moderate or major in severity may not be significant if the duration is short-term. However, moderate or major
impacts of short-term duration may be significant if the quantity and quality of the resource is limited and/or the
resource is unique or fragile. Further, moderate or major impacts to a resource may not be significant if the quantity of
that resource is high or the quality of the resource is not unique or fragile.

Table 5: Determining the Significance of Impacts

Criteria Used to Determine Significance




1 The severity, duration, geographic extent, and frequency of the occurrence of the impact

“Severity” describes the density of the potential impact, while “extent” describes the area where the impact
will likely occur, e.g., a project may propagate ten noxious weeds on a surface area of 1 square foot. Here, the
impact may be high in severity, but over a low extent. In contrast, if ten noxious weeds were distributed over
ten acres, there may be low severity over a larger extent.

“Duration” describes the time period during which an impact may occur, while “frequency” describes how
often the impact may occur, e.g., an operation that uses lights to mine at night may have frequent lighting
impacts during one season (duration).

2 The probability that the impact will occur if the proposed project occurs; or conversely, reasonable assurance in
keeping with the potential severity of an impact that the impact will not occur

3 Growth-inducing or growth-inhibiting aspects of the impact, including the relationship or contribution of the
impact to cumulative impacts

4 The quantity and quality of each environmental resource or value that would be affected, including the
uniqueness and fragility of those resources and values

5 The importance to the state and to society of each environmental resource or value that would be affected

6 Any precedent that would be set as a result of an impact of the proposed project that would commit FWP to
future actions with significant impacts or a decision in principle about such future actions

7 Potential conflict with local, state, or federal laws, requirements, or formal plans

X.  Cumulative Impacts Analysis

For the purposes of MEPA, "cumulative impact" means the collective impacts on the human environment of the
proposed action when considered in conjunction with other past and present actions related to the proposed action by
location or generic type. Related future actions must also be considered when such actions are under concurrent
consideration by any state agency through pre-impact statement studies, separate impact statement evaluation, or
permit processing procedures. ARM 12.2.429(7).

"Action" means a project, program or activity directly undertaken by the agency; a project or activity supported through
a contract, grant, subsidy, loan or other form of funding assistance from the agency, either singly or in combination with
one or more other state agencies; or a project or activity involving the issuance of a lease, permit, license, certificate, or
other entitlement for use or permission to act by the agency, either singly or in combination with other state agencies.
ARM 12.2.429(1).

Under the “No Action” alternative, the proposed project would not occur. Therefore, no cumulative impacts to the
affected human environment would occur. The “No Action” alternative forms the baseline from which the potential
impacts of the proposed project are measured. For the purposes of the proposed project, the cumulative impacts
analysis applies to all resources analyzed under Alternative 2, Proposed Project. See section XII.A and XII.B.

No significant adverse cumulative impacts would be expected because of the proposed project.

Past, Present, and Future Related MEPA Review

The following list identifies environmental review conducted to assess potential impacts to the affected human
environment from past, present, and known future related projects or actions. Past and present actions are accounted
for as part of the existing, or “baseline,” environmental conditions of the affected human environment prior to approval
and implementation of the proposed project, and any known future related project(s). FWP is unaware of any future
related actions that would cumulatively impact the affected human environment with consideration for the proposed
project and/or any of the past and present actions listed below:

e Final Programmatic EA for the annual release of pen-raised ring-necked pheasants (FWP 2022)
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FWP has been conducting pheasant releases on private lands for almost 40 years with no known significant impacts.
Also, the environmental review document cited above did not identify any significant adverse impacts, including
cumulative impacts, to the affected human environment. Therefore, preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement
or EIS-level MEPA review was not required. Additionally, if approved, this draft EA will replace the above-mentioned
document. FWP determined that no significant adverse cumulative impacts would be expected because of the proposed
project. For additional information, see the resource-specific impacts analyses contained in the section of the Draft EA
titled “Evaluation and Summary of Potential Impacts on the Physical Environment and Human Population,” for the
proposed action and any alternatives to the proposed action.

Memorandums of Understanding and other Formal Agreements

FWP and the DOC have a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for the raising and releasing of pheasants (FWP 2021).

Guiding Documents

Further, the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Pheasant Program Biosecurity Plan (DOC 2022; updated 2025) informed, has
informed, and will continue to inform actions such as the proposed action. This guiding document outlines strategies and
considerations for taking management action and addressing any potential impacts from such management actions.

Again, the guiding document identified above outlines strategies and considerations for taking management action to
address potential adverse impacts from such management actions, and thereby ensures the proposed project is
conducted in a manner consistent with limiting the potential for adverse cumulative impacts. Therefore, no significant
adverse cumulative impacts would be expected because of the proposed project. For additional information, see the
resource-specific impacts analyses contained in section XII.A and XII.B of this Draft EA.

Xl. Alternative 1: No Action. Evaluation and Summary of Potential Impacts on the
Physical Environment and Human Population

Under the “No Action” alternative, the proposed project would not occur. Therefore, no additional impacts to the
physical or human environment in the analysis area would occur. The “No Action” alternative forms the baseline from
which the potential impacts of the proposed project can be measured. Pheasants would continue to be released on
suitable state-owned lands. The release program would continue operating under the current EA (FWP 2022).
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XIl.  Alternative 2: Proposed Project. Evaluation and Summary of Potential Impacts on the Physical Environment
and Human Population

Table 6 - Potential Impacts of Proposed Project on the Physical Environment

PHYSICAL Duration of Impact Severity of Impact
ENVIRONMENT
Resource None Short- Long- None Negligible | Minor Moderate | Major Summary of Potential Direct, Secondary, and Cumulative Impacts and

Term Term Mitigation Measures
Terrestrial, avian, O O O O L L] No significant adverse impacts to terrestrial, avian, and
and aquatic life and aquatic life and habitats would be expected because of
habitats the proposed project. While most pen-raised pheasants

succumb to hunter harvest, predation, or exposure soon
after release, some may survive to mix with local wild
populations. Some concerns have been raised about
possible negative consequences of releasing pen-raised
pheasants and other galliformes into the wild including,
1) potential disease transmission to wild pheasants,
game birds, or nongame birds, 2) attraction of predators
to concentrations of released pheasants, potentially
impacting other wildlife (Flake et al. 2012), 3) localized
increases in predator numbers due to a ready supply of
easy prey in the form of released birds, which then
impact other wildlife populations (Pringle et al. 2018), 4)
transmission of parasites to other birds (Tompkins et al.
2000), and 5) decreased breeding success when paired
with wild birds should they survive until mating season
(Rands and Hayward 1987).

Recent research on the topic of disease has suggested
concerns may be warranted as pen-raised pheasants
have been shown to carry pathogens that may be less
prevalent or non-existent in wild pheasant populations
and bird species in the area and may serve as a reservoir
of disease for avian and terrestrial wildlife (Dwight et al.
2021). However, despite extensive release activities, we
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PHYSICAL
ENVIRONMENT

Duration of Impact

Severity of Impact

Resource

None

Short-
Term

Long-
Term

None

Negligible

Minor Moderate

Major

Summary of Potential Direct, Secondary, and Cumulative Impacts and
Mitigation Measures

are not aware of any documented pathogen
transmission between pen-raised pheasants and wild
pheasants or other wild birds in Montana. The typically
short lifespan of released pheasants may reduce the
degree of released birds mixing with wild birds.
However, the scale of planned releases (up to 50,000
birds annually) is much larger than any conducted in the
past, so potential impacts to wild pheasants, game birds,
and non-game birds may likewise increase. Conversely,
the number of sites and number of acres that will be
utilized for release sites will also be much higher than
with previous releases, so the impacts will be dispersed
and therefore may remain low. The prison is a NPIP-
certified hatchery that meets testing standards and is
subject to DOL oversight. FWP staff will also inspect the
birds prior to release to ensure only healthy-looking
birds are released. Visibly sick or injured birds will be
rejected for release.

Concentrated human/hunter presence at pheasant
release areas may result in more than normal stress to
wildlife populations. However, releases will be
conducted at sites relatively close to major roads that
already receive recreational pressure.

Water quality,
guantity, and
distribution

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. No changes to water
quality, quantity, and distribution would be expected
because of the proposed project.

Geology

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. The proposed
transplanting activities would not directly affect the
geologic surface of the affected areas. Any potential
impacts to geology in the affected areas likely would have
been realized by hunting activity by now. Therefore, no
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additional impacts to geology would be expected because
of the proposed project.

Soil quality, stability,
and moisture

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. Some impacts to soil
conditions may occur due to using trucks to release
pheasants, and potential increased hunting pressure.
However, any impacts to soil quality, stability, and
moisture would be short-term and negligible.

Vegetation cover,
guantity, and quality

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. Some impacts to
vegetation cover, quantity, and quality may occur due to
using trucks to release pheasants, and potential increased
hunting pressure. Any impacts would be short-term and
negligible.

Aesthetics

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project.

Air quality

No significant adverse impacts to air quality would be
expected because of the proposed project. Existing
sources of air pollution in the area are limited and
generally include fugitive dust associated with high wind
events and exposed ground, vehicle travel on unpaved
roads (fugitive dust), vehicle exhaust emissions, and
various agricultural practices (vehicle exhaust emissions
and fugitive dust). Fugitive dust emissions resulting from
increased vehicle traffic from the trucks used to release
pheasants and increased hunting pressure, may
contribute to existing air quality impacts. However, any
impacts to air quality would be short-term, negligible, and
consistent with existing impacts.

Unigque, endangered,
fragile, or limited
environmental
resources

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. Pheasants may be
released in areas within the documented or potential
ranges of threatened or endangered species. It is unlikely
that these activities would demonstrably impact those
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species, as releases would typically occur on sites that
already see human presence and recreational use.

Historical and ] ] ] d O O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

archaeological sites because of the proposed project. The proposed project
will not result in any new construction or ground
disturbing activities.

Demands on O O O d ] O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

environmental because of the proposed project. As identified previously

resources of land, through the analyses of potential impacts to water quality,

water, air, and quantity, and distribution; soil quality, stability, and

energy moisture; vegetation cover, quantity, and quality; and air
quality; some impacts to the environmental resources of
land, water, and air may occur because of the proposed
project. However, any such impacts would be consistent
with current and historic impacts. Therefore, any impacts
would be short-term and negligible (see impacts analyses
above). No other impacts to the demands on
environmental resources of land, water, air, and energy
would be expected because of the proposed project.

Table 7 - Potential Impacts of Proposed Project on the Human Population

HUMAN Duration of Impact Severity of Impact

POPULATION

Resource None Short- Long- None Negligible | Minor Moderate | Major Summary of Potential Direct, Secondary, and Cumulative Impacts and

Term Term Mitigation Measures
Social structures and O O ] d ] O No significant impacts would be expected because of the

mores

proposed project. The proposed project may increase
hunting pressure temporarily, but otherwise would not
change current land use or human activities in the
affected area. Therefore, the proposed project would not
impact any pre-project social structures, customs, values,
and conventions in the affected area.

15




HUMAN
POPULATION

Duration of Impact

Severity of Impact

Resource

None

Short-
Term

Long-

Term

None

Negligible | Minor Moderate

Major

Summary of Potential Direct, Secondary, and Cumulative Impacts and
Mitigation Measures

Cultural uniqueness
and diversity

O

O

0 [ 0

No significant impacts would be expected because of the
proposed project. The proposed project would not result
in any new or changed employment opportunities.
Therefore, the proposed project is not expected to result
in any relocation of people into or out of the affected
area. No impacts to the existing cultural uniqueness and
diversity of the affected area would be expected because
of the proposed project.

Access to and quality
of recreational and
wilderness activities

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. One of the primary
purposes of this action is to increase recreational
opportunities for hunters, especially youth hunters. By
releasing most of the pheasants prior to the youth season
opener, FWP hopes to increase the success rates for
youth hunters, resulting in recruitment and retention to
upland gamebird hunting. No wilderness areas exist in
the affected area that provide suitable habitat or access
for releases, therefore, no impacts to wilderness
recreation activities would occur because of the
proposed project. Any impacts would be short-term and
beneficial.

Local and state tax
base and tax
revenues

No significant adverse impacts would occur because of the
proposed project. Releasing pheasants means more
hunting opportunities, and may result in additional
hunters spending money locally (e.g., gas, food, hotels).
Any impacts to the local and state tax base and tax
revenue could be long-term and beneficial.

Agricultural or
Industrial production

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. Releasing pheasants will
not interfere with any agricultural or industrial
production.

Human health and
safety

No significant adverse impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project. The likelihood of human
health being impacted by releasing pheasants is extremely
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HUMAN Duration of Impact Severity of Impact

POPULATION

Resource None Short- Long- None Negligible | Minor Moderate | Major Summary of Potential Direct, Secondary, and Cumulative Impacts and

Term Term Mitigation Measures

low. The released pheasants are from a certified NPIP
facility, and no visibly sick pheasants will be released.
Therefore, no impacts to human health and safety are
expected (see impacts analyses for Terrestrial, avian, and
aquatic life and habitats above).

Quantity and ] ] ] d O O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

distribution of because of the proposed project. The proposed project

employment would not increase or reduce employment opportunities
in the affected area. No impacts would be expected
because of the proposed project.

Distribution and O L] Ll Ul O O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

density of because of the proposed project. The proposed project

population and would not result in the movement of existing or new

housing population in to or out of the affected area. Therefore, no
impacts to the distribution and density of population and
housing needs would be expected because of the
proposed project.

Demands for L] L] Ll Ul O O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

government services because of the proposed project. The proposed project
constitutes a continuation of pheasant releases, only on
expanded properties. No additional infrastructure or
equipment is needed. No additional demands for
government services would be required for project
implementation. Therefore, there would be no additional
needs for government services.

Industrial, O O ] d O O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

agricultural, and because of the proposed project. The proposed project

commercial activity would not disturb or otherwise impact any industrial or
commercial properties or operations in the affected area.
Therefore, no impacts are expected to industrial,
agricultural, or commercial activity.

Locally adopted ] ] ] d O O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

environmental plans because of the proposed project. FWP is unaware of any

and goals other locally adopted environmental plans or goals that
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HUMAN Duration of Impact Severity of Impact

POPULATION

Resource None Short- Long- None Negligible | Minor Moderate | Major Summary of Potential Direct, Secondary, and Cumulative Impacts and

Term Term Mitigation Measures

may be impacted by the proposed project. Therefore, no
additional impacts to locally adopted environmental plans
and goals would be expected because of the proposed
project.

Other appropriate O O ] d O O No significant adverse impacts would be expected

social and economic because of the proposed project. FWP is unaware of any

circumstances other appropriate social and economic circumstances that
may be impacted by the proposed project. Therefore, no
significant adverse impacts would be expected because of
the proposed project.

Table 8: Determining the Significance of Impacts on the Quality of the Human Environment

If the EA identifies impacts associated with the proposed project, FWP must determine the significance of the impacts. ARM 12.2.431. This determination
forms the basis for FWP’s decision as to whether it is necessary to prepare an environmental impact statement. An impact may be adverse, beneficial, or both.
If none of the adverse effects of the impact are significant, an EIS is not required. An EIS is required if an impact has a significant adverse effect, even if the
agency believes that the effect on balance will be beneficial. ARM 12.2.431.

According to the applicable requirements of ARM 12.2.431, FWP must consider the criteria identified in this table to determine the significance of each impact
on the quality of the human environment. The significance determination is made by giving weight to these criteria in their totality. For example, impacts
identified as moderate or major in severity may not be significant if the duration is short-term. However, moderate or major impacts of short-term duration
may be significant if the quantity and quality of the resource is limited and/or the resource is unique or fragile. Further, moderate or major impacts to a
resource may not be significant if the quantity of that resource is high or the quality of the resource is not unique or fragile.

Criteria Used to Determine Significance

1 The severity, duration, geographic extent, and frequency of the occurrence of the impact

“Severity” describes the density of the potential impact, while “extent” describes the area where the impact will likely occur, e.g., a project may
propagate ten noxious weeds on a surface area of 1 square foot. Here, the impact may be high in severity, but over a low extent. In contrast, if ten
noxious weeds were distributed over ten acres, there may be low severity over a larger extent.

“Duration” describes the time period during which an impact may occur, while “frequency” describes how often the impact may occur, e.g., an
operation that uses lights to mine at night may have frequent lighting impacts during one season (duration).

18




The probability that the impact will occur if the proposed project occurs; or conversely, reasonable assurance in keeping with the potential severity of
an impact that the impact will not occur

Growth-inducing or growth-inhibiting aspects of the impact, including the relationship or contribution of the impact to cumulative impacts

The quantity and quality of each environmental resource or value that would be affected, including the uniqueness and fragility of those resources
and values

The importance to the state and to society of each environmental resource or value that would be affected

Any precedent that would be set as a result of an impact of the proposed project that would commit FWP to future actions with significant impacts or
a decision in principle about such future actions

Potential conflict with local, state, or federal laws, requirements, or formal plans
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XIll.  Private Property Impact Analysis (Takings)

The 54™ Montana Legislature enacted the Private Property Assessment Act, now found at §2-10-101. The intent was to
establish an orderly and consistent process by which state agencies evaluate their proposed projects under the "Takings
Clauses" of the United States and Montana Constitutions. The Takings Clause of the Fifth Amendment of the United States
Constitution provides: "nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation." Similarly, Article
I, Section 29 of the Montana Constitution provides: "Private property shall not be taken or damaged for public use without
just compensation..."

The Private Property Assessment Act applies to proposed agency projects pertaining to land or water management or to
some other environmental matter that, if adopted and enforced without due process of law and just compensation, would
constitute a deprivation of private property in violation of the United States or Montana Constitutions.

The Montana State Attorney General's Office has developed guidelines for use by state agencies to assess the impact of a
proposed agency project on private property. The assessment process includes a careful review of all issues identified in
the Attorney General's guidance document (Montana Department of Justice 1997). If the use of the guidelines and
checklist indicates that a proposed agency project has taking or damaging implications, the agency must prepare an
impact assessment in accordance with Section 5 of the Private Property Assessment Act.

Table 9: Private Property Assessment Act (Taking and Damaging Assessment)

PRIVATE PROPERTY ASSESSMENT CHECKLIST

Does the Proposed Action Have Takings Implications under the PPAA? Question Yes No
#

Does the project pertain to land or water management or environmental 1 ]
regulations affecting private property or water rights?
Does the action result in either a permanent or an indefinite physical occupation of 2 Ol
private property?
Does the action deprive the owner of all economically viable uses of the property? 3 ]
Does the action require a property owner to dedicate a portion of property or to 4 O
grant an easement? (If answer is NO, skip questions 4a and 4b and continue with
question 6.)
Is there a reasonable, specific connection between the government requirement 4a Ol L]
and legitimate state interest?
Is the government requirement roughly proportional to the impact of the proposed 4b Ol L]
use of the property?
Does the action deny a fundamental attribute of ownership? 5 ]
Does the action have a severe impact of the value of the property? 6 O
Does the action damage the property by causing some physical disturbance with 7 O
respect to the property in excess of that sustained by the public general? (If the
answer is NO, skip questions 7a-7c.)
Is the impact of government action direct, peculiar, and significant? 7a Ol L]
Has the government action resulted in the property becoming practically 7b O O
inaccessible, waterlogged, or flooded?
Has the government action diminished property values by more than 30% and 7c O O
necessitated the physical taking of adjacent property or property across a public
way from the property in question?
Does the proposed action result in taking or damaging implications? O X
Taking or damaging implications exist if YES is checked in response to Question 1 and also to any one or more of the
following questions: 2, 3, 4, 6, 7a, 7b, 7c; or if NO is checked in response to question 4a or 4b.




If taking or damaging implications exist, the agency must comply with MCA § 2-10-105 of the PPAA, to include the
preparation of a taking or damaging impact assessment. Normally, the preparation of an impact assessment will
require consultation with agency legal staff.

Alternatives:

The analysis under the Private Property Assessment Act, §§ 2-10-101-112, MCA, indicates no impact. FWP does not
plan to impose conditions that would restrict the regulated person’s use of private property to constitute a taking.

XIV. Public Participation

Scoping

Scope is the full range of issues that may be affected if an agency implements a proposed action or alternatives to the
proposed action. The scope of the environmental review is described through a definition of those issues, a reasonable
range of alternatives considered, a description of the impacts to the physical and human environments, and a
description of reasonable mitigation measures that would ameliorate the impacts. Scoping is the process used to identify
all issues that are relevant to the proposed action.

Depending on the level of impact associated with a proposed action, the scoping process may include a request for
public participation in the identification of issues.

Because FWP determined the proposed action will result in limited environmental impact, and a similar EA was reviewed
by the publicin 2022, FWP determined the proposed project did not meet the criteria for a public scoping meeting.
Therefore, a public scoping meeting was not held for the proposed action.

Public Review of Environmental Assessments

The level of analysis in an EA will vary with the complexity and seriousness of environmental issues associated with a
proposed action. The level of public interest will also vary. FWP is responsible for adjusting public review to match these
factors (ARM 12.2.433(1)). For the proposed project, FWP determined the following public notice strategy will provide an
appropriate level of public review:

e AnEAis a public document and may be inspected upon request. Any person may obtain a copy of an EA by
making a request to FWP.

e Public notice will be served on the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks website at: https://fwp.mt.gov/public-
notices.

e Public notice will be served on the Montana Environmental Quality Council’s or EQC MEPA website at:
https://leg.mt.gov/mepa/search.

e FWP maintains a mailing list of persons interested in a particular subject, action, or type of action. FWP will
notify all interested persons of the opportunity to review and provide comments (ARM 12.2.433(3)).

Public notice announces availability of the Draft EA for public review, summarizes the proposed project, identifies the
time-period available for public comment, and provides direction for submitting comments.

e Duration of Public Comment Period: The public comment period begins on the date of publication of legal
notice in area newspapers (see above). Written or e-mailed comments will be accepted until 5:00 p.m.,
Mountain Time, on the last day of the public comment period for the proposed action, as listed below:

Length of Public Comment Period: 30 days
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Public Comment Period Begins: June 30, 2026

Public Comment Period Ends: July 29, 2026
Comments must be addressed to the FWP contact listed below.

e  Where to mail or email comments on the Draft EA:

Name: DEB O’NEILL

Email: doneill@mt.gov

Mailing address:

PO Box 200701

Helena, MT 59620

XV. Recommendation for Further Environmental Analysis

NO further analysis is needed for the proposed action X
FWP must conduct EIS level review for the proposed action O
XVI. EA Preparation and Review
Name Title
EA prepared by: Deb O’Neill Special Projects Administrator
EA reviewed by: Quentin Kujala Chief of Conservation Policy
Becky Corcoran Legal Counsel
Stevie Burton MEPA Coordinator
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XVIII.

APPENDIX A. Wildlife species that may use suitable pheasant habitat in

Montana.
Scientific Name Common Species Name Class Federal Status MT Status
Plethodon idahoensis Coeur d'Alene Salamander Amphibians SOC
Anaxyrus cognatus Great Plains Toad Amphibians SOC
Dicamptodon aterrimus Idaho Giant Salamander Amphibians SOC
Lithobates pipiens Northern Leopard Frog Amphibians SOC
Anaxyrus boreas Western Toad Amphibians SOC
Empidonax alnorum Alder Flycatcher Birds SOC
Botaurus lentiginosus American Bittern Birds SOC
Astur atricapillus American Goshawk Birds SOC
Pelecanus erythrorhynchos American White Pelican Birds SOC
Centronyx bairdii Baird's Sparrow Birds SOC
Leucosticte atrata Black Rosy-Finch Birds SOC
Cypseloides niger Black Swift Birds SOC
Chlidonias niger Black Tern Birds SOC
Picoides arcticus Black-backed Woodpecker Birds SOC
Coccyzus erythropthalmus Black-billed Cuckoo Birds SOC
Nycticorax nycticorax Black-crowned Night Heron Birds SOC
Himantopus mexicanus Black-necked Stilt Birds SOC
Polioptila caerulea Blue-gray Gnatcatcher Birds SOC
Dolichonyx oryzivorus Bobolink Birds SOC
Poecile hudsonicus Boreal Chickadee Birds SOC
Spizella breweri Brewer's Sparrow Birds SOC
Certhia americana Brown Creeper Birds SOC
Athene cunicularia Burrowing Owl Birds SOC
Hydroprogne caspia CaspianTern Birds SOC
Haemorhous cassinii Cassin's Finch Birds SOC
Calcarius ornatus Chestnut-collared Longspur Birds SOC
Aechmophorus clarkii Clark's Grebe Birds SOC
Nucifraga columbiana Clark's Nutcracker Birds SOC
Gavia immer Common Loon Birds SOC
Sterna hirundo Common Tern Birds SOC
Coccothraustes vespertinus Evening Grosbeak Birds SOC
Buteo regalis Ferruginous Hawk Birds SOC
Psiloscops flammeolus Flammulated Owl Birds SOC
Sterna forsteri Forster's Tern Birds SOC
Leucophaeus pipixcan Franklin's Gull Birds SOC
Aquila chrysaetos Golden Eagle Birds SOC
Leucosticte tephrocotis Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch Birds SOC
Ardea herodias Great Blue Heron Birds SOC
Centrocercus urophasianus Greater Sage-Grouse Birds SOC
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Scientific Name Common Species Name Class Federal Status MT Status
Pipilo chlorurus Green-tailed Towhee Birds SOC
Histrionicus histrionicus Harlequin Duck Birds SOC
Podiceps auritus Horned Grebe Birds SOC
Sternula antillarum Least Tern Birds SOC
Ammospiza leconteii LeConte's Sparrow Birds SOC
Melanerpes lewis Lewis's Woodpecker Birds SOC
Lanius ludovicianus Loggerhead Shrike Birds SOC
Numenius americanus Long-billed Curlew Birds SOC
Anarhynchus montanus Mountain Plover Birds SOC
Ammospiza nelsoni Nelson's Sparrow Birds SOC
Surnia ulula Northern Hawk Owl Birds SOC
Troglodytes pacificus Pacific Wren Birds SOC
Dryocopus pileatus Pileated Woodpecker Birds SOC
Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus | Pinyon Jay Birds SOC
Charadrius melodus Piping Plover Birds Threatened SOC
Melanerpes erythrocephalus Red-headed Woodpecker Birds SOC
Oreoscoptes montanus Sage Thrasher Birds SOC
Artemisiospiza nevadensis Sagebrush Sparrow Birds SOC
Cistothorus stellaris Sedge Wren Birds SOC
Tympanuchus phasianellus Sharp-tailed Grouse Birds SOC
Tringa solitaria Solitary Sandpiper Birds SOC
Anthus spragueii Sprague's Pipit Birds SOC
Rhynchophanes mccownii Thick-billed Longspur Birds SOC
Cygnus buccinator Trumpeter Swan Birds SOC
Ixoreus naevius Varied Thrush Birds SOC
Catharus fuscescens Veery Birds SOC
Plegadis chihi White-faced Ibis Birds SOC
Lagopus leucura White-tailed Ptarmigan Birds SOC
Grus americana Whooping Crane Birds Endangered SOC
Coturnicops noveboracensis | Yellow Rail Birds SOC
Coccyzus americanus Yellow-billed Cuckoo Birds Threatened SOC
Bos bison American Bison Mammals SOC
Mustela nigripes Black-footed Ferret Mammals Endangered SOC
Cynomys ludovicianus Black-tailed Prairie Dog Mammals SOC
Lynx canadensis Canada Lynx Mammals Threatened SOC
Perognathus parvus Columbia Plateau Pocket Mouse | Mammals SOC
Lasiurus borealis Eastern Red Bat Mammals SOC
Pekania pennanti Fisher Mammals SOC
Myotis thysanodes Fringed Myotis Mammals SOC
Ursus arctos Grizzly Bear Mammals Threatened SOC
Myotis lucifugus Little Brown Myotis Mammals SOC
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Scientific Name Common Species Name Class Federal Status MT Status
Myotis evotis Long-eared Myotis Mammals SOC
Myotis volans Long-legged Myotis Mammals SOC
Sorex merriami Merriam's Shrew Mammals SOC
Synaptomys borealis Northern Bog Lemming Mammals SOC
Lasiurus cinereus Northern Hoary Bat Mammals SOC
Antrozous pallidus Pallid Bat Mammals SOC
Sorex preblei Preble's Shrew Mammals SOC
Sylvilagus idahoensis Pygmy Rabbit Mammals SOC
Lasionycteris noctivagans Silver-haired Bat Mammals SOC
Vulpes velox Swift Fox Mammals SOC
Corynorhinus townsendii Townsend's Big-eared Bat Mammals SOC
Sorex eximius Western Pygmy Shrew Mammals SOC
Cynomys leucurus White-tailed Prairie Dog Mammals SOC
Gulo gulo Wolverine Mammals Threatened SOC
Myotis yumanensis Yuma Myotis Mammals SOC
Phrynosoma hernandesi Greater Short-horned Lizard Reptiles SOC
Chelydra serpentina North American Snapping Turtle Reptiles SOC
Elgaria coerulea Northern Alligator Lizard Reptiles SOC
Opheodrys vernalis Smooth Greensnake Reptiles SOC
Apalone spinifera Spiny Softshell Reptiles SOC
Heterodon nasicus Western Hog-nosed Snake Reptiles SOC
Lampropeltis gentilis Western Milksnake Reptiles SOC
Plestiodon skiltonianus Western Skink Reptiles SOC
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