December 30, 2008

Mark Landkammer
D Jand A, pc.

3203 Russell Street
Missoula, MT 59801

Dear Mr. Landkammer:

Thank you for providing us the opportunity to comment on the Gallatin Estates subdivision
proposal. Our interest in the development stems from our concern that the entire project area
encompasses significant avian habitat. The riparian vegetation adjoining O’Keefe Creek is one
element of that habitat and important to a rich diversity of songbirds, not common sparrows as
suggested in the riparian plan. Based on our bird surveys of similar habitats in the area, we would
expect to find nesting populations of such species as Calliope Hummingbird, Willow Flycatcher,
Lazuli Bunting, Spotted Towhee, Yellow Warbler, Gray Catbird, and Warbling Vireo. The first two
are National Audubon Society Watchlist Species having national conservation concern (http://
webI.audubon.org/science/species/watchlist/browsewatchlist.php).

Another species one would expect to find in the dense shrub patches along the stream is the Long-
eared Owl. This bird species is significant in that the general area within which the proposed
development would occur consistently has the largest concentration of wintering Long-eared Owls
in the United States. This fact is based on Christmas Bird Count data from over 2,000 sites across
the nation. During our onsite review of the Gallatin Estates proposal, we did not encounter any
Long-eared Owls. However, we expect the species would use the thick, brushy vegetation along the
creek as a daytime roosting site. Vital foraging habitat is found in the adjoining vole-rich grassland
comprising the balance of the project area. The riparian habitat in the northeastern portion of the
site is the most probable area in which the owls would be found. The constant presence of vehicular
traffic makes similar habitat near the highway a less likely candidate for owl use.

Perhaps the species of greatest concern relative to this proposed residential development is the
Swainson’s Hawk, a grassland species that nests in scattered trees and large shrubs. These hawks
are more commonly a resident of the open rangelands of eastern Montana. The fact that a number
of Swainson’s Hawk nesting sites are found in the Mullan-Grass Valley ecosystem is unique to
Western Montana. This circumstance, and the fact that the bird is noted as a species in decline on
the National Audubon Society’s Watchlist, has led to a Swainson’s Hawk research study in the area.
Undertaken by the Raptor View Research Institute, the study is focused on nesting ecology of the
species and the effects of rural land development on established territories. Significant to the
Gallatin Estates proposal is the fact that researchers are studying a Swainson’s Hawk nesting site
within about 500 feet of the property. It is an active site that fledged one nestling this past summer.

While rearing their young, these hawks limit their hunting range to a distance of less than two miles



from their nests, often within one-fourth of a mile. During that time, they are heavily reliant upon
small vertebrates — voles and ground squirrels — as prey for their young. The distribution of the
hawk correlates directly with the presence of prey species using the grassland habitat found on the
Gallatin Estates site, habitat that is becoming increasingly less available in the Missoula Valley.
While making our on-site review of the proposed development, we noted an abundance of surface
runways associated with the presence of voles. This is a factor that most likely accounts for the
proximity of the hawk nesting site.

Gallatin Estates encompasses significant riparian bird habitat so it will be important to have
adequate buffers between that habitat and adjoining land development activity. A recent
compilation of research by the Montana Audubon Society presents scientific recommendations
regarding the size of stream-vegetated buffers needed to protect wildlife and wildlife habitat. A
minimum of 150 feet is recommended to support neotropic migrant species such as those expected
along O’Keefe Creek; 300 feet is necessary to support a broader diversity of wildlife. Some
songbird species require a buffer exceeding 300 feet. With respect to the riparian bird habitat
affected by the prospective Gallatin Estates development, we would suggest that the buffers
associated with the O’Keefe Creek riparian zone be a minimum of 200 feet opposite lots 59-63 and
100 feet elsewhere. We recommend that the land adjoining the patch of hawthorn shrubs at the
northeasterly end of the proposed development receive special attention, especially opposite lots
59-63. Although the suggested buffer width would not eliminate the impacts upon resident bird
populations, it would reduce their severity.

The Area of Riparian Resource Management Plan that we recently received for review significantly
misrepresents the vegetation and wildlife found or that which would likely occur on the Gallatin
Estates site. The dominant vegetation in the riparian zone is Douglas hawthorn. We did not observe
any willow shrubs on our walk through the property. The vegetation type should be described as a
hawthorn community type classified in the group of non-willow shrub habitat types, not the yellow
willow community type. Douglas hawthorn, a native shrub important to wildlife, formerly occupied
many of the draws and riparian area in the Missoula Valley but has been reduced by land
development. The occurrence of hawthorn should be considered in the restoration plan for the
bridge. The riparian plan is correct in that the area supports numerous small bird species, but they
are not common sparrows. The Song Sparrow is most likely the sparrow species encountered in the
riparian zone although most of the small birds are neotropic songbirds as described previously.

Addressing the implications of developing the grassland portion of the Gallatin Estates subdivision
is far more problematic. Swainson’s Hawks occupy territories within a Missoula area grassland type
that is specific to the Mullen-Grass Valley area. Research by the Raptor View Research Institute has
shown that subdivision development within these grasslands has likely resulted in the abandonment
of at least five known Swainson’s Hawk territories. Once forced from their prime habitat, the
Swainson’s Hawks have virtually no options since other grassland types in the valley are frequently
occupied by Red-tailed Hawks. Fewer than ten nesting pairs now remain in the area. Located in
the grassland habitat favored by Swainson’s Hawks, the designated lot area and road system of the
Gallatin Estates subdivision will virtually eliminate the hawk foraging habitat. Such a habitat loss



would add yet another increment to the shrinking land base available for hawk nesting territories.
In the end, land development in rural settings such as this will continue to reduce the presence of
this rather unique Swainson’s Hawk population. It would seem the only means to mitigate the
impact of inexorable subdivision development is to forestall such activity until essential habitat is
protected through such means as open space conservation easements or land purchases.

If you wish to discuss our concerns in any further detail, please feel free to contact me.

Sincerely,

Jim Brown

Copy: Janet Rhoades, OPG
Rob Domenech, RVRI



