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Avalanche danger remained elevated 
across western Montana Friday, two 
days after a midweek storm dropped 
signifi cant amounts of new snow onto 
a mostly old and unstable snowpack 
that lingered from earlier this winter. 

The West Central Montana Ava-
lanche Center on Friday issued a daily 
forecast of considerable avalanche dan-
ger — the middle of fi ve levels — across 
its forecast area, from Lost Trail Pass 
on the south to the southern Mission 
and Swan mountains north of Seeley 
on the north. 

The primary problems, the organi-
zation stated, were weak layers within 
older snow that could fail to support the 
slab of new snow above them, and un-
stable, dense slabs of windblown snow 
on terrain downwind from ridges and 
mountaintops. The two problems were 
especially worrisome in places where 
early-season snow failed to melt and 
instead became weaker over time. 

“Large and potentially destructive 
human-triggered avalanches are pos-
sible at middle and upper elevations to-
day,” Forecaster Arden Feldman wrote 
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One way or another, grizzly bears are 
expected to begin fully returning to the 
Bitterroot Ecosystem within the next 
decade.

An advocacy group’s report released 
this month estimates natural grizzly 
emigration from northern Montana to 
the Bitterroot will result in a breeding 
population forming in the next several 
years. Simultaneously, the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service announced it is 
once again evaluating restoration op-
tions for grizzly bear populations in the 
Bitterroot 31 years after the area was 
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Imagine Nation Brewing is betting that 
less is more.

Brewers there say they put everything 
they could into their new brew — every-
thing, that is, except alcohol. It’s a move 
the brewers and owner hope will better 
serve people who don’t consume alcohol, 
who are just taking a break or who simply 
aim to consume a bit less.

And, they believe, their latest beer is 
the fi rst non-alcoholic one to be brewed 
in Montana. It’s already proven to be 
popular — on Wednesday it was the sec-
ond-most poured beer at the brewery. 

Dubbed Lupujus Zero, the beer has 
a meager alcohol content of 0.5% by 
volume — low enough to be considered 
non-alcoholic — while most other craft 

beers weigh in around 5–7% and some 
range upward of 10% or more. But be-
yond its lack of alcohol, Lupujus Zero is 
otherwise a standard bright and refresh-
ing New England-style IPA with a hoppy 
aroma and juicy fl avor. 

So far, it’s available only at the brewery. 
It hit taps there on Aug. 16 and became 
available to-go in aluminum can growl-
ers (“crowlers”) earlier this month. A 
32-ounce crowler goes for $10. 

The retail availability was just in time 
for “Dry January,” when many people 
refrain from consuming alcohol. And 
it coincides with the broader rise of 
non-alcoholic craft beers and so-called 
mocktails. Tim Graham, co-owner of 
Imagine Nation, said he hopes the beer 
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Imagine Nation Brewing Company Co-Owner Tim Graham stares at the brewery’s newest line of brews — the Lupujus Zero, a New 
England-style non-alcoholic IPA. The brewery says it is the fi rst non-alcoholic IPA to be brewed in Montana.
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identified as a recovery zone.
The Bitterroot Ecosystem is one 

of six recovery zones in the contig-
uous U.S. for grizzly bears. While 
individual grizzlies have been in-
creasingly documented there in 
recent years, no established pop-
ulation — defined as having two 
or more breeding females or one 
female with two consecutive lit-
ters — exists. 

Through January to March 18, 
FWS is seeking public comment 
on an environmental impact state-
ment (EIS) to better assess impacts 
and approaches like artificial re-
introduction. The statement will 
address management approaches 
for bear-human conflicts, consider 
grizzly bear connectivity between 
recovery zones and analyze resto-
ration plans (including a no-action 
possibility).

Grizzly bears were placed as a 
threatened species under the En-
dangered Species Act in 1975 after 
hunting and loss of habitat brought 
them to near extinction. Today, 
they occupy roughly 6% of their 
original range, according to the 
Center for Biological Diversity. 

In Montana, grizzly bear popu-
lations are present in three ecosys-
tems including the Cabinet-Yaak in 
the state’s northwestern corner, the 
Northern Continental Divide sur-
rounding Glacier National Park 
and the Greater Yellowstone Area 
surrounding Yellowstone National 
Park. 

The independent report pub-
lished this month by Flathead-Lo-
lo-Bitterroot Citizen Task Force 

and WildEarth Guardians esti-
mates the grizzly population from 
the Northern Continental Divide 
Ecosystem will move roughly 6 
miles into the Bitterroot Eco-
system within five years. After 15 
years, grizzly bears will move 18 to 
25 miles into the forest to occupy 
more of the area.

The Bitterroot Ecosystem was 
part of the grizzly bears’ historical 
range prior to extirpation from the 
area. The area was identified as a 
recovery zone in 1993 for being a 
habitat large enough and of suffi-
cient quality to support a recov-
ered grizzly population.

“Grizzly bear recovery requires 
large blocks of relatively undis-
turbed land and remote areas away 
from human disturbance,” back-
ground for the environmental im-
pact statement states. “Due to its 
large wilderness areas, the BE of-
fers favorable conditions to restore 
a healthy population of grizzly bears 
and to improve the long-term sur-
vival and recovery of grizzly bears 
in the lower-48 states.”

The report recommends against 
moving grizzly bears by trucks or 
other human-assisted means to 
the Bitterroot Ecosystem, as re-
occupation of the area appears 
already under way with observed 
sightings. 

“Natural immigration is a viable 
strategy which must be considered 
and fully analyzed in the upcoming 
EIS,” the report states. “We believe 
that the law and the science direct 
that the Bitterroot Ecosystem griz-
zly bear recovery strategy be based 
on natural immigration facilitated 
by protected habitat connectivity 
areas and with the full protection of 
the Endangered Species Act.”

The report recommends sev-
eral passage structures to be con-
structed across I-90 and U.S. 
Highway 93 transportation corri-
dors including the northern Bit-
terroot Valley, the Six Mile/Nine 
Mile, and the Bonner-Clinton Ar-
eas to better stimulate immigration 
to the area. 

This isn’t the first time a plan 
for grizzly bear reintroduction has 
been considered.

In 2000, FWS released a plan 
to reintroduce grizzly bears with 
management guided by recom-
mendations from a citizen man-
agement committee. Grizzly bears 
were planned to be reintroduced 
as a nonessential, experimental 
population, which would remove 
certain legal protections afforded 
by the Endangered Species Act.

The year after, FWS issued a 
proposal to instead take no action 
on reestablishing a grizzly popu-
lation as planned. That proposal 
was never finalized. Nonetheless, 
action was never taken on reintro-
ducing grizzlies to the Bitterroot 
or in forming the citizen manage-
ment committee.

In 2021, the Alliance for the Wild 
Rockies and Native Ecosystems 
Council sued, alleging FWS failed 
to comply in a timely manner with 
their 2000 plans. And in March 
2023, a federal district court judge 
ruled in favor of the environmental 
groups, finding the agency unnec-
essarily delayed actions in imple-
menting the plan and ordered it 
to supplement the environmental 
impact statement or to issue new 
rules. 

As a result of increasing grizzly 
bear observations in the area and 
new science over the past couple 

decades, FWS chose to work on 
a new EIS to take a fresh look at 
a strategy for supporting grizzly 
bear restoration in the Bitterroot 

ecosystem. 
The EIS and related decision 

documents are planned to be fi-
nalized by November 2026.
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Map of the Bitterroot recovery zone. Through January to March 18, the 
USFWS is seeking public comment on the environmental impact statement 
(EIS) to better assess impacts and approaches like artificial reintroduction. 
The statement will address management approaches for bear-human 
conflicts, consider grizzly bear connectivity between recovery zones and 
analyze restoration plans including a no-action possibility.

in Friday’s forecast. “You could 
trigger avalanches from flat or 
gentle terrain adjacent to steeper 
slopes. Look for red flags like 
cracking, collapsing, whump-
fing, or recent avalanches. If you 
encounter these, stick to slopes 
under 30 degrees in slope angle 
without steep terrain above.”

The Friday forecast came as 
part of the avalanche center’s new 
and expanded forecasting sched-
ule. The organization previously 
issued daily forecasts three time 
a week, on Tuesday, Thursday 

and Saturday. That increased by 
one day this winter and shifted to 
four consecutive days with higher 
backcountry usage: Thursday, 
Friday, Saturday and Sunday. 
As always, the avalanche center 
may add additional forecast days 
during storm cycles or other peri-
ods of high avalanche danger. 

The Missoula-based avalanche 
center is different from most oth-
ers in that it exists as a standalone 
nonprofit rather than an office 
within the U.S. Forest Service — 
although it does receive financial 
support and equipment from na-
tional forests in the area. 

“Our long-term goal is to pro-
vide the community with daily 

avalanche forecasts, seven days 
per week,” the center stated in a 
Jan. 10 announcement of the new 
forecast schedule. “However, that 
will require more resources, such 
as additional forecasters. This 
schedule change is a step in the 
right direction until we can ac-
quire those resources.”

Farther north, the Flathead Av-
alanche Center, which covers the 
northern Swans, Hungry Horse 
Reservoir area, Whitefish Range 
and a portion of Glacier National 
Park, also warned of considerable 
danger on Friday. But the primary 
problems there were wind slabs 
and dry-loose slides of new un-
consolidated snow — plus a per-

sistent weak layer lurking beneath 
it all. 

Avalanches are possible on any 
slope 30 degrees or steeper, and 
can be triggered remotely and 
without warning from above, 
below or adjacent to a slope that 
steep. Avalanches are most likely 
to begin on slopes between 35 and 
45 degrees.

Avalanche problems associ-
ated with wintertime snowpack 
generally involve dense layers of 
snow with weak layers of crusts 
or sugary snow crystals between 
the slabs. The weak layers, often 
of angular, faceted crystals that 
don’t hold together, can act like 
dominoes: If a trigger such as a 

backcountry traveler impacts the 
layer, the resultant collapsing of 
the weak layer can propagate out-
ward from the trigger point. That 
propagation allows for a slide to be 
triggered from above, below or to 
the side of a slope 30 degrees or 
steeper.

And once the weak layer col-
lapses, it acts more like marbles, 
sending all of the snow above it 
crashing downhill in an avalanche. 

“With new snow and tolerable 
temperatures, the hype is high to 
get out of the house and into the 
mountains,” Flathead Forecaster 
Rob Millspaugh wrote. “Take a 
conservative mindset as you re-
turn to the slopes.”
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