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SCOPING ANNOUNCEMENT 

Authorization to Idaho Department of Fish and Game for Helicopter 

Landings in the Frank Church-River of No Return Wilderness 

 

 

 

September 14, 2009 

 

 
 

Purpose of Scoping 

 

The purpose of this scoping document is to seek public comment on a proposal by the Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game (IDFG) for a special use authorization (SUA) to land a helicopter 
within the Frank Church-River of No Return Wilderness (FC-RONRW) up to 20 times within a 
2 week period during the winter of 2010.  The landings would occur as part of a research 
procedure to radio collar up to 12 gray wolves within Game Management Units 20A, 26, and 27.  
The landings would take place during IDFG’s winter aerial big game count and are needed to 
gather data to inform wolf management decisions.  Comments received will be used in the 
environmental analysis for this project. 
 

Introduction 

 

As the managing authority for gray wolves in Idaho, IDFG has determined a need to collect wolf 
population data within the FC-RONRW.  This need is based on the monitoring information 
required by the State’s Wolf Conservation and Management Plan (March 6, 2008), and U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Gray Wolf Recovery Plan (May 2009).  Efforts to acquire this 
data within the FC-RONRW by other methods have been both unsatisfactory and unsuccessful. 
 
IDFG has requested a SUA from the U.S. Forest Service, to land helicopters within the Frank 
Church-River of No Return Wilderness to help them obtain needed gray wolf population data.  
The helicopters would be used to transport employees who would observe, dart, and then land to 
place radio collars on the wolves.   Landing of aircraft, or dropping or picking up of any 
material, supplies, or persons by means of aircraft, including a helicopter is a prohibited activity 
within wilderness that requires an authorization from the Forest Service. (CFR 261.18 ( c))  
 
The Forest Service is considering authorizing requested landings of helicopters to support the 
IDFG request, as the knowledge gained is necessary to assist in the management and 
administration of the FC-RONRW, and supports the scientific and research purposes of 
wilderness.  Landing of helicopters may be the minimal tool necessary to conduct this research 
required for the purpose of administering the wilderness. 
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Background 

 
On May 4, 2009, the USFWS adopted a rule (50 CFR Part 17) officially delisting gray wolves in 
the Northern Rockies and Western Great Lakes from threatened and endangered species status.  
The rule assigned wolf management within the State of Idaho to IDFG.  IDFG has the 
responsibility and authority to manage all wildlife in the state, including wolves.  Idaho Code 
Section 36-103 states: “All wildlife, including all wild animals, wild birds, and fish, within the 
state of Idaho, is hereby declared to be the property of the state of Idaho.  It shall be preserved, 
protected, perpetuated, and managed.  It shall only be captured or taken at such times or places, 
under such conditions, or by such means, or in such manner, as will preserve, protect, and 
perpetuate such wildlife, and provide for the citizens of this state and, as by law permitted to 
others, continued supplies of such wildlife for hunting, fishing and trapping.“   
 
The Endangered Species Act requires monitoring of a species while it is listed, and for 5 years 
after it is delisted.  The Endangered Species Act also requires that a state have adequate 
regulatory mechanisms in place, and recovery goals must be achieved before a species is de-
listed.  The current Wolf Management Plan for 2008 – 2012 defines recovery goals and 
management strategies, consistent with the Wolf Conservation and Management Plan finalized 
by the Idaho Legislature in March 2002 and accepted by the USFWS in 2004. 
      
Wolves were re-introduced into the FC-RONRW in 1995.  For the past 14 years the USFWS, the 
Nez Perce Tribe and IDFG have been compiling wolf population data, but have been unable to 
effectively collect data from the FC-RONRW and the Selway-Bitterroot wilderness areas. They 
have used methods such as live trapping, scat samples or sedating wolves on foot or horseback. 
The Nez Perce Tribe signed an MOU with the State of Idaho (May 2005) that gives the Tribe 
responsibility for monitoring wolves in the Clearwater Region and McCall Subregion, including 
part of the FC-RONRW.  
 
 IDFG conducts annual big game monitoring helicopter over-flights throughout the state to 
collect population data and make other observations.  These flights are normally conducted on a 
three to five year basis to cover the entire state.  During the 2010 winter aerial observation 
season the IDFG will be observing animals in parts of the FC-RONRW identified as  Game 
Management Units 20A, 26 and 27.  These units are commonly referred to as 20A – South Fork 
and Main Salmon River faces, 26 – Big Creek drainage, and 27 – Middle Fork Salmon River 
drainage.  (See Figures 1 and 2)  The proposed landings to facilitate wolf collaring would take 
place in conjunction with the big game surveys in these areas. 
 
More information about Idaho wolf management may be found on the IDFG website at: 
http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/cms/wildlife/wolves/. 
 

Management Guidance 
 

Forest Service policy recognizes the need to work cooperatively with the States for the 
management of fish and wildlife within wilderness areas of the National Forests (Forest Service 
Manual 2323.32 (1).  Further the Forest Service has an agreement with the Association of Fish 
and Wildlife Agencies (AFWA) for management of fish and wildlife in wilderness areas, of 
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which the State of Idaho is a member, which provides for the consideration of capturing and 
marking of animals using motorized equipment or mechanical transport in wilderness areas. 
 
The Wilderness Act of 1964 (P.L 88-577) includes direction that the designation of an area as 
wilderness shall not impede a state’s ability to manage wildlife resources.  It specifies in Section 
4 (d) (8), “Nothing in this Act shall be construed as affecting the jurisdiction or responsibilities 
of the several States with respect to wildlife and fish in the national forests.”  The State of Idaho, 
IDFG is the recognized state agency to manage wildlife resources within the State of Idaho.   
 

Motorized equipment and mechanical transport are generally prohibited within wilderness areas.  
Sec. 4(c) of the Act also states: “… except as necessary to meet minimum requirements for the 
administration of the area for the purposes of this Act, (including measures required in 
emergencies involving the health and safety of persons within the area), there shall be no 
temporary road, no use of motor vehicles, motorized equipment or motorboats, no landing of 
aircraft, no other form of mechanical transport, and no structure or installation within any such 
area.”  The Forest Service may consider and authorize motorized equipment or mechanical 
transport uses after the appropriate minimum requirements analysis (CFR 293.6 (c)).. 
 
The Central Idaho Wilderness Act of 1980 (P.L. 96-312), which designated the FCNOR, 
contains similar language to the Wilderness Act about the State’s jurisdiction over fish and 
wildlife.  In addition, Sec 7 (a)(1) provides that… “the landing of aircraft, where this use has 
become established prior to the date of enactment of this Act shall be permitted to continue 
subject to such restriction as the Secretary deems desirable;..”  Located within the FC-RONRW 
are seven federally managed landing strips covered by this provision.  Landings at these airstrips 
do not currently require any advance permission by the public, including the State.  There are 
also a number of state-owned and private landing strips within the FC-RONRW which IDFG has 
permission to use freely.  Landings at recognized airstrips in the FC-RONRW are not intended to 
be a part of this authorization, since they are already open to public use, including IDFG.  The 
ability to land at these airstrips will reduce the number of landings required in wilderness by this 
proposal; however, they may not be located close enough to the wolf packs to effectively 
complete all of the radio collaring activities.   
 
The FC-RONRW Plan (2003) recognizes the scientific values of wilderness and the need to 
gather information within the wilderness.  It allows for research activities, including those that 
may require motorized equipment or mechanical transport to occur within the FC-RONRW.  
Several Plan objectives and standards apply including: 

 
VIII. Fish and Wildlife Resources – Objectives – 
2.  …Idaho Department of Fish and Game Species Management Plans and U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service Recovery Plans will be supported. 
 
XVII. Research – General –  
6.  The use of helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft for research purposes outside of public 
airstrips will be analyzed through the Minimum Requirements Analysis process. 
 
7.  Aircraft use, including helicopters, outside of the public airstrips should be considered 
only when other methods are not possible and not appropriate for the research objectives.  
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IF aircraft use is approved, time of day, season of year, elevation, route of flight, and 
location of landings will be considered to minimize impacts. 
 
8.  Research projects must be approved by the Forest Supervisor and authorized by 
special use permit. 

 

Purpose and Need 

 

The purpose and need of this project is to evaluate whether to issue a special use authorization 
to IDFG for helicopter landings within the FC-RONRW to radio collar wolves for scientific 
research. The landings will be concurrent with their annual big game winter survey flights.  
The Forest Service administers the public lands in the portions of the FC-RONRW in which 
the IDFG has requested an authorization for helicopter landings.  The Forest Service will 
make a decision under the Wilderness Act whether or not to issue a permit to allow helicopter 
landings by IDFG. 
 
IDFG has determined the need to gather additional population data on wolves within the FC-
RONRW as part of their wildlife management responsibilities. IDFG is lacking data on wolf 
packs within the FC-RONRW portions of Game Management Units (GMUs) 20A and 26, and 
27, collectively known as the Middle Fork Elk Zone.  These GMU’s overlay portions of the 
Payette and Salmon-Challis National Forests.  Some information is known about wolf packs 
within the State of Idaho, however, extent of range, number of animals, and population dynamics 
between packs are not well understood, especially in wilderness.  In order to obtain this data, 
IDFG has requested the use of helicopters to land and attach radio collars to individual wolves in 
the known wolf packs within these GMUs.  This data is needed to meet the objectives as 
determined by the Department and Tribe to implement activities identified in the Wolf 
Management Plan for 2008 – 2012. 
 
This management activity would support Idaho’s wolf recovery plan by providing information 
on wolf demographics and behavior, movement patterns, and activity sites within the wilderness 
and provide pack data for population estimates.  This information is needed for IDFG and Nez 
Perce Tribe to ensure that they are meeting the requirements of the Wolf Management Plan for 
2008 – 2012, and the USFWS Recovery Plan (1994), including a determination that all breeding 
pairs be documented as well as a population estimate be derived.   
 
IDFG has determined that darting and collaring wolves from a helicopter, incidental to routine 
big game aerial surveys, is the most humane and effective method for collaring wolves, as 
well as reasonable for employee health and safety.  It is also the method that best meets their 
objectives for which animals are collared.  Wolves are easier to find during the winter as they 
are in close proximity to elk herds and are more visible on snow.  Leg hold trapping during 
winter is impractical and inhumane.  Access due to deep snow is extremely limited and cold 
temperatures can result in leg and foot injuries due to freezing.  Use of a helicopter enables 
coverage of a large area in a short period of time and selection of breeding adult wolves that 
will likely remain within the pack.    IDFG prefers to have two collared animals within each 
pack.  Use of a helicopter could result in collaring two animals simultaneously.  A few wolves 
have been collared in wilderness areas after being captured in leg hold traps during summer, 
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but not in adequate numbers or within reasonable time spans.  Leg hold trapping does not 
allow selection of the best wolves for collaring and subsequent research.  
 
For example, in the summer of 2007, a cooperative effort with IDFG and Forest Service to leg 
hold trap and collar wolves was conducted in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness.  In the 
months of June – September, a crew of 5 expended 271 person field days setting traps and 
surveying for wolves on foot.  A total of 383 trap nights were expended, at a cost of 
approximately $60,000, with no wolves caught.  Obstacles included wildland fire, difficult 
terrain, communications and logistics.        
 
Due to the huge size of the FC-RONRW (2.3 million acres), the large amount of suitable wolf 
habitat, the lack of access and the rugged terrain, use of helicopters is the most practical 
methodology to collar wolves and obtain the  data necessary to manage the population and for 
administration of the area as wilderness .  Also, a high degree of variability in population 
parameters (pack size, wolf/pack density, etc.) exists across the state and across habitats, so wolf 
population parameters within wilderness cannot be extrapolated or predicted from parameters 
from adjacent areas.  For these reasons, collaring in the adjacent, roaded, non-wilderness areas is 
not a practical alternative as it would not provide the data needed for this research or meet the 
requirements of the Recovery Plan. 

 

Proposed Action               

 
IDFG has requested a SUA to land up to 20 times during 6 expected collaring events in order to 
radio collar up to 12 gray wolves.  The landings and collaring activity would take place 
incidental to big game surveys being conducted during January through April, 2010 within 
portions of Big Game Units 20A, 26, and 27.  The preferred and most likely time for the survey 
is March.  It should be noted that IDFG does not require an authorization for over flights while 
performing the big game survey.  The Forest Service does not regulate airspace over wilderness 
and there is no prohibition on flying over wilderness, or for landings at established airfields.  
Using the existing aerial big game survey flights will eliminate the need for additional flights to 
collar wolves within the FC-RONRW.    
 
IDFG is scheduled to survey big game in the Middle Fork Zone during the winter 2010.  The 
survey window when conditions allow flying and scientific sampling occurs is between January 
and mid-April. Total survey time will be approximately 108 hours, divided proportionately by 
amount of elk winter range among the 3 GMUs.  Surveys will likely be conducted using two 
different helicopters.  One survey team will be in GMU 27 while the other team will survey 
GMU 20A and 26.  Depending on aircraft availability, these survey teams will be working 
simultaneously.  It is expected that the actual time that teams will be working in the wilderness is 
approximately 1.5 to 2 weeks during the survey window during daylight hours. 
 
The specific areas where wolves would be collared can be estimated based on the stratification of 
the big game survey flights.  Each GMU is divided into subunits to be surveyed based on 
anticipated elk density.  Subunits are selected immediately preceding the survey to account for 
snow depth, current animal distribution, and other environmental factors.  Subunits with high elk 
density are typically sampled at a rate of 100%, whereas approximately 50% of low- to 
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moderate-density subunits are sampled.  (See Figs. 1 and 2 for an estimate of the probability of 
elk density within each GMU.)  The potential for wolf sightings roughly mirrors the elk density 
ratings. 
 
Specific survey protocols include starting at the lowermost elevation in a subunit and flying 
contours of approximately 500 feet, working upward, just above treetop levels, until each subunit 
is completed.   
 
During the period of aerial survey the incidental wolf capture opportunities are anticipated to be 
infrequent.  During two comparable surveys in GMU 27 (2002 and 2006), IDFG staff observed 
wolves on three and six occasions, respectively.  For the same years in GMUs 26/20A one and 
three groups of wolves were observed, respectively.  Not all observations will result in capture 
opportunities because terrain or tree cover often limits the ability to safely fly-over or land to 
capture wolves.  It is anticipated that the maximum number of wolf packs encountered would be 
nine, with three to six capture opportunities during the entire operation. 
 
With each capture opportunity the procedure is to first land the aircraft in a safe location, 
typically an existing airstrip or backcountry ranch/state land where the passenger door is 
removed, darting equipment and safety gear is readied, and one passenger disembarks.  The 
aircraft then returns to the observation point with one passenger, who serves as both gunner and 
data collector.  If the wolves are still in a safe position to attempt capture, the gunner will attempt 
to dart a wolf.  In some situations a second wolf may also be darted from the pack at the same 
time.  The helicopter tracks the darted animal until it is immobilized and then typically makes a 
quick hover landing at the nearest safe location so the gunner can disembark.  Usually only one 
of the front skids touches down, though occasionally both skids will set down depending on 
terrain conditions.  While the gunner is processing the animal (fitting radio collar and collecting 
needed samples) the helicopter typically returns to the landing site to replace the door and re-
board the second passenger.  If there is a safe landing place near the capture site, the pilot may 
land the aircraft during processing, particularly when ferry distance to an airstrip is excessive.  
After processing, the gunner re-boards the helicopter, typically via a toe-in landing (front skid 
only touching).   
 
While there are several different scenarios for landings based on location, a typical capture event 
will require two toe-in landings, each with less than 1 minute when the skid is touching the 
ground and helicopter is under power.  In rare cases where an airstrip or non-wilderness landing 
site is not available for door removal/reinstall, two additional landings would be needed, each 
approximately 5 to 15 minutes, for equipment readying and door removal.  In the unlikely event 
the helicopter could land in close proximity to an immobilized wolf, only 1 wilderness landing 
would be needed, lasting 15 to 20 minutes.  Assuming there is a maximum of six opportunities 
during the survey period to capture wolves, with one to two wolves darted per opportunity, and 
between one to four landings per event, the IDFG estimates that less than 20 landings would be 
required, totaling less than 2 hours of cumulative landing time to collar up to 12 wolves.  
 
No statistics are available for the success rate per darting attempt but under good darting 
conditions (open terrain), success is very high.  Some darting attempts result in misses.  While no 
records are kept regarding misses, an average successful capture probably includes one miss.  It 
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is not possible to retrieve missed darts due to logistics, snow, vegetation, and the small size of 
the dart.  The chemicals used in the dart are not toxic to humans given the small quantity, and 
breakdown relatively quickly within a 2 week period.  The likelihood of anyone encountering a 
lost dart is very remote. 
 
This proposal does not include any other use of motorized equipment or mechanical transport.  
No clearing, cutting of vegetation or ground disturbance is proposed.  A set of standard 
operating procedures be developed as part of this proposal to minimize any effect of the 
helicopter landings upon the wilderness resource or to visitors in the area. 
 

Other Alternatives Considered 

 
Aerial darting and leg hold trapping are the most commonly utilized data collection 
methodologies for capturing wolves, but other techniques are being developed.    DNA 
collection from scats has shown some promise for use as an index of wolf populations, but the 
method still has the same constraints as trapping, including the necessity of ground searches 
to locate dens or rendezvous sites to collect samples and expensive analysis costs.  Hair 
sampling provides some information but not enough to meet management needs.  Each of 
these other alternatives does not currently meet IDFG’s management information needs.   
 

Preliminary Issues 

 
Preliminary issues for this proposal include determining the appropriate minimum tool necessary 
to accomplish the research objectives in the FC-RONRW, such as developing a helicopter use 
protocol to minimize any potential impacts to wilderness character, addressing potential winter 
use visitor conflicts, and the potential effect of winter helicopter landings on other wildlife 
within the FC-RONRW.  The public is invited to identify other issues to be considered as part of 
this analysis. 
 

Nature of Decision to Be Made 

 
The Forest Service decision is strictly whether to issue a special use authorization to IDFG to 
land a helicopter within the FC-RONRW to facilitate radio collaring of wolves to complete 
biological research in order to meet wolf management and recovery plan objectives.  As part of 
this project a minimum requirements analysis will be conducted that will evaluate alternatives, 
determine effects to wilderness character, and propose the minimum tool to complete this work 
in a way that has the least impact to the FC-RONRW.  Your comments will be useful to advise 
this effort. 
 
Scoping will be used to help determine the appropriate level of analysis. At this time we believe 
that the decision could be made as a Categorical Exclusion (CE) based on: 
 
36 CFR 31.11 Categories Established by the Secretary,  

3.  Inventories, research activities, and studies, such as resource inventories and routine 
data collection when such actions are clearly limited in context and intensity (cite this 
category as 7 CFR 1b.3(a)(3) 
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 or 
 

36 CFR 31.12 Categories Established by the Chief 
 (8) Approval, modification, or continuation of minor, short-term (1 year or less) special 
uses of National Forest System lands.  Examples include but are not limited to:  (i) 
Approving, on an annual basis, the intermittent use and occupancy by a State-licensed 
outfitter or guide; 

 

Responsible Party 

 

Approval for the use of motorized equipment and mechanical transport for non-emergency 
situations in the FC-RONRW on the Salmon-Challis and Payette National Forests is held by the 
Regional Forester of the Intermountain Region, Harv Forsgren.  It is our intention for this project 
that the Regional Forester will be responsible for the minimum requirements analysis for these 
landings while delegating authority to Salmon-Challis Forest Supervisor, William (Bill) Wood, 
to be the responsible official for the environmental analysis, NEPA documentation, and special 
use permitting.  As Lead Forest Supervisor for the FC-RONRW, if the decision is made to 
approve an authorization for helicopter landings to the IDFG, Forest Supervisor Wood will issue 
a special use authorization for the helicopter landings on both the Salmon-Challis and Payette 
National Forests. 
 

Comment Requested 

 

Your scoping comments are being requested to help identify potential major issues related to the 
proposed action.  Please be as specific as possible in expressing your comments so they can be 
effectively addressed. Comments received, including names and addresses of those who 
comment, will be considered part of the public record for this project and will be available for 
public inspection.  
 
Scoping comments should be sent to Salmon-Challis National Forest, Attn:  William (Bill) 
Wood, Forest Supervisor, 1206 South Challis Street, Salmon, Idaho 83467.  Although your 
comments are always welcome, comments are most helpful to us if received by October 16, 
2009.  Electronic comments may be e-mailed to:  comments-intermtn-salmon-challis@fs.fed.us 
 

For More Information 
 
Electronic copies of this document may be found on the Salmon-Challis National Forest website 
at:  http://www.fs.fed.us/r4/sc/projects/. 
 
For more information about this proposal, please contact Randy Welsh, Team Leader, (801) 625-
5250 or rwelsh@fs.fed.us. 
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