
 

 

 

September 24, 2021 

Kimberly Kolner 

Planner 

City of Victor 

Victor, ID 83455 

 

RE:  Review of Mountainside Village Draft Natural Resource Analysis and Mountainside Village Phase 

4 Wildlife Impacts; Independent Wildlife Mitigation Recommendations for Mountainside Village 

Dear Ms. Kolner- 

I am writing to summarize our review of professional reports pertaining to natural and wildlife resources 

at the Mountainside Village development.  We have reviewed the Mountainside Village Draft Natural 

Resources Analysis Phases 3-6 Project (report) prepared by Biota on February 19, 2021, a professional 

memo dated April 15, 2021, pertaining to Mountainside Village Phase 4 Wildlife Impacts, the original 

Natural Resources Inventory prepared by Biota for the developer on July 16, 2001, and Mountainside 

Village Phases 5 & 6 Concept Plan.  The purpose of our review was to evaluate the accuracy and 

completeness of the Biota reports and render judgement and independent opinions regarding wildlife 

resources and impacts to wildlife and their habitat from proposed residential development at 

Mountainside Village.  Our opinions and recommendations here are informed by communications with 

the Idaho Department of Fish and Game, other biologists, and our own best professional judgment. 

With a couple of exceptions, the Biota reports are thorough, scientifically accurate and consistent in 

their evaluation of natural resources and potential impacts to wildlife and habitats from existing and 

proposed residential development at Mountainside Village.  In our opinion the biggest shortfalls in 

current analyses are failures to address wildlife resources at Mountainside Village in the larger 

landscape context and the lack of an analysis of cumulative impacts to wildlife in this area.   

We agree with the consultant that hillside areas dominated by non-mesic tall and low shrub plant 

communities, which cover approximately 45 acres on relatively steep west and south facing slopes, and 

approximately 5 acres along the toe of the hillslope and along the Kimball Canal are the most valuable 

wildlife habitats on the property.  Though important to a whole host of wildlife including grizzly bear, 

wolverine and other sensitive species, the most important function is winter range for big game 

including mule deer, elk, and moose.  Biota identified hillslope plant communities as the least suitable 

for development because of impacts to wildlife and their habitat.  Multiple mitigation strategies have 

also been identified in the Biota reports.  Some of these, such as open space preservation and 



development setbacks are meaningful, others like human and pet access control are well intentioned 

but are hard to enforce and taken alone will be insufficient to conserve wildlife resources at 

Mountainside Village and the wider landscape.   

Mountainside Village Landscape Context 

Mountainside Village exists within a much broader ecological landscape.  Professional biologists, 

including IDFG staff, refer to the area where Mountainside Village is located as the Teton Front or Victor 

Angle and recognize it as one of the only foothill habitats on the Idaho side of the border.  These low 

elevation south and west facing slopes anchor big game in a much wider landscape, which includes U.S 

Forest Service (USFS), Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and National Park Service (NPS) lands.  The 

area has ecosystem level importance for big game, grizzly bear and wolverine and provides high quality 

foothills habitat for many other wildlife species (Jacob Gray, pers. comm).  After a comprehensive 

evaluation of ecological values throughout the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE), conservation 

biologists ranked Teton Basin as the number one private lands conservation priority due in part for its 

role in supporting a select group of large, wide ranging focal species such as elk (Noss et al 2002).  These 

scientists consider elk winter range as one of the most threatened natural elements in the GYE.  

Recent ungulate work being conducted by IDFG and Grand Teton National Park (GTNP) highlights the 

importance of this landscape to big game.  Biota points to the early stages of this work in their draft 

2021 NRA report for Mountainside Village.  We acknowledge that findings are preliminary but clear 

patterns are emerging about the importance of the Victor Angle to big game.   For elk, research has 

documented GPS-collared individuals heavily using the Victor Angle as winter range with several animals 

also using the area as calving and transitional habitat.  Some individual elk moved from Victor Angle 

habitats, including at Mountainside Village, across public USFS and BLM lands and even into Grand 

Teton National Park before returning to this area in early fall.  This research coupled with aerial survey 

efforts is beginning to provide a better understanding of the area’s role as winter, calving and 

transitional habitat within the larger landscape. 

Results from the IDFG / GTNP cooperative mule deer study show that mule deer use the Victor Angle 

year-round and that it is particularly vital in winter; some of these marked deer are documented using 

the Mountainside Village Property.  According to IDFG, Victor Angle habitats provide winter, transitional 

and fawning habitat for mule deer and likely provide important habitats for mule deer migrating from 

Grand Teton National Park to public and private lands in the Palisades, Teton, and Big Hole Mountain 

ranges (Jacob Gray, pers. comm). 

Mountainside Village Cumulative Impacts 

The construction of residential development, roads and trails (both legal and illegal), not only fragments 

habitat and denudes wildlife security but also has many indirect impacts like forcing animals into less 

productive areas to avoid humans and dogs. 

Growth in popularity of motorized and non-motorized trail uses like mountain biking, backcountry 

skiing, trail running and ATV/UTV travel has created more trails and increased human encroachment on 

wildlife in areas that were formerly “secure” for wildlife.  Biota’s February 19, 2021, report and April 15, 

2021 memo touched on a particularly key impact affecting wildlife use at Mountainside Village and the 

Victor Angle.  Development of the AJ Linnell Memorial trail, Mountainside Village hillside trail network 

and in and around adjacent subdivisions has fragmented habitat and significantly increased recreational 

access by people and dogs in the Victor Angle landscape.  We fully agree with this assertion, but Biota 

reports missed other key cumulative impacts specific to wildlife and habitat at Mountainside Village and 



the Victor Angle including development of the Southern Valley Trails Network.  According to IDFG, 

“Intact Victor Angle habitats are becoming increasingly important for sustaining elk and other species of 

big game due to continuing direct habitat losses coupled with indirect impacts related to area 

infrastructure projects such as rural residential subdivisions, the Southern Valley Trails Project, and the 

ongoing Teton Pass trail project” (Jacob Gray, pers. comm). 

Coupled with accelerating impacts on private lands, updated recreational planning on adjacent USFS and 

BLM lands has not kept pace.  Project consideration and approval has been piecemeal by necessity and 

has largely been unable to address the cumulative impacts to wildlife in this landscape.   

Wildlife Habitat Mitigation  

According to Biota’s February 19, 2021, draft Natural Resources Analysis, “Mountainside Village is 

designed with transect based planning as a guiding principle, which places the highest densities and the 

most formal outdoor spaces near the Village Center.”  It also states that a substantial portion of the 

eastern slopes are intended to be conserved in a natural state.  In principle we agree with this approach; 

where we disagree is with the configuration and alignment of open spaces within hillside habitats, 

mostly planned as part of Phase 5.  The Teton County Land Development Code requires that applicants 

address how they intend to avoid or minimize and mitigate any impacts to indicator species and 

indicator habitat.  Avoidance of impacts is preferred to minimization of impacts with mitigation.   

The current concept plan for Phase 5 as depicted on the July 6, 2021, Mountainside Village Phase 5 & 6 

Concept Plan shows the creation of 26 residential lots and over a ½ mile of new road in mountain brush 

hillside habitats.  We agree with the developer’s consultant that development should be avoided in 

hillside shrub habitats.  Options to provide meaningful wildlife mitigations for the conservation and 

viability of big game and other sensitive wildlife within the proposed infrastructure footprints at 

Mountainside Village are simply not possible.  Unfortunately, developing within hillside habitat at 

Mountainside Village is inconsistent with the intent of both the Teton County Comprehensive Plan and 

Teton County Land Development regulations and will deal a significant blow to wildlife, particularly big 

game, that currently suffer from “death by a thousand [habitat] cuts” in the Victor Angle landscape.  

We strongly recommend dedicating all the development’s proposed open space to hillside habitats (~50 

acres) aligned at the west with existing mountain brush vegetation along the interface with pasture 

areas and running up the hillside to the eastern and northern property boundaries.  A small portion of 

this area at the toe of the slope would encroach on Phase 4.  For wildlife conservation the developer’s 

own consultant recommends avoiding impacts in hillside shrub habitats at Mountainside Village and we 

agree; the approximately 50-acre hillside should be dedicated as a wildlife conservation set aside with 

no development or recreation infrastructure.  On top of that and to maximize big game habitat function, 

we also recommend decommissioning of the AJ Linnell Memorial Trail and Mountainside Village hillside 

trail network and the creation of a wildlife buffer between Phase 4 and Phase 5.  The most effective 

buffer alignment would run roughly along the Kimball canal to the south and up to Phase 6 boundary to 

the north.   

We acknowledge that the developer may sacrifice profitability under this scenario but believe land or 

development rights acquisition is a viable, fair compromise to buffer profits and conserve a wildlife 

legacy in the Victor Angle.  This concept isn’t new and both private and public programs exist to make it 

happen.  Conservation easement or land acquisition could happen with either private or public funding 

mechanisms such as regional land trusts or through the Land and Water Conservation Fund, which could 

be administered by the BLM and USFS among others.    



The current developer had openly stated his commitment to wildlife and enjoys a very positive 

reputation for high environmentally focused development standards so we are hopeful he would be 

responsive to this approach. 

Sincerely, 

 

Jeffrey Klausmann, wildlife biologist 


