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Travel Management Planning Team

Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest Headquarters

215 Melody Lane

Wenatchee, WA  98801

RE: Motorized Travel Management

Dear Planning Team Members,

The undersigned organizations represent 68,000Washingtonians committed to healthy wildlands and sustainable non-motorized recreation.  We have followed and commented on proposals from the Travel Management Planning team since the inception of your public process, and appreciate the opportunity to do so again.  For the record, these comments are directed at the March 23, 2009 Proposed Action Scoping Document regarding the Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forests’ Motorized Travel Management Plan.

Our organizations were alarmed at the first proposals released by the planning team in 2007.  Those maps envisioned a dramatic increase in the number and mileage of off-road vehicle (ORV) routes on the Okanogan-Wenatchee.  Motorized routes were sited closer to Wilderness and Roadless areas, overtook long-treasured hiking trails, and cut through important wildlife habitat.  Roads converted to dual-use routes ended at Wilderness-accessing trailheads, inviting Wilderness trespass.  Worse yet, planners had not identified or included in planning documents increased enforcement resources adequate to deal with such a rapid and dramatic increase of motorized use.

The ORV planning rule was finalized in 2005, based on the Forest Service’s acknowledgement that ORV management was one of the four largest threats to our National Forests.  On Earth Day 2003, the then-Chief of the Forest Service, Dale Bosworth spoke about the impacts from essentially unmanaged ORV recreation and the need to address this important issue through a federal rulemaking.  Chief Bosworth later acknowledged that the 2005 travel management rule is the long-delayed implementation of Executive Orders 11644 and 11989 issued by Presidents Nixon and Carter.  They provide that in locating and designating ORV routes, agencies must minimize resource damage, minimize wildlife harassment, minimize use conflict, and close trails to ORV use whenever there are considerable adverse effects.  

The ORV planning rule provides an opportunity for the Forest Service to create a manageable ORV system by carefully determining which ORV routes will put less pressure on enforcement staff and budgets while achieving recreational efficiencies.  For example, looking at consolidating loop trails and better connections of ORV access in areas that are already logical centers for ORV recreation and reducing individual trails that stretch out toward wilderness areas and non motorized recreational areas would provide a useful approach. 

Unfortunately, the additional proposed route designations put forward in 2007 fell short of meeting the purpose and intent of the rule.  While we are less alarmed by the maps and scoping documents released in March of this year, we still have significant concerns.  Your mapping continues to propose increasing dirtbike, ATV and 4x4 use of National Forest roads and trails at an alarming pace.  Too often, routes are sited in areas that invite Wilderness incursions.  Planners have not made adequate use of the opportunity before them to close existing motorized routes that are inappropriately located.  The “Mixed Use Road” proposals are excessive and will have spillover effects in roadless areas, especially with the Forest Service’s lack of resources to monitor damage and enforce its own rules.  Finally, the addition of unauthorized routes to the system of motorized trails rewards bad behavior and, in the absence of separate NEPA process for each of these trails, potentially represents severe environmental, social and cultural resource impacts.

In this letter, we will recommend a lens through which you should view your map revisions post-comment.  Some of our individual organizations will provide detailed and site-specific comments of their own as part of this scoping process.

We encourage you to review your draft maps through following prisms:

· Road Densities:  The Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest has a slightly less-dense road system than many of Washington’s forests.  That said, we are concerned that planners clearly did not examine road densities on the forest when developing these proposed maps, and we are alarmed at the lack of road decommissioning proposals.  The Forest needs to perform a minimum system analysis and identify unneeded roads for decommissioning.  Many of the roads proposed for addition to “Mixed Use Road” systems are little-used by passenger vehicles.  Increasing traffic on these roads, whether by dirtbikes, ATVs, jeeps or other forms of motorized recreation only increases the environmental and social impacts of motorized recreation.  Increasing motorized use of these roads causes a commensurate rise in wildlife impacts, aquatics concerns and habitat fragmentation.  Access and Travel Management Planning provides an opportunity to cast a critical eye on existing systems, including roads that may have outlived their usefulness or that may be causing problems from an aquatics or wildlife habitat connectivity perspective.  Additionally, current road densities are not sustainable from a management or budget perspective.  Closing and decommissioning roads that are create problems from a wildlife and social perspective would create long-term savings for the Forest.
· Wilderness and Non-Motorized Trail Trespass:  We were alarmed to see numerous instances in which new or expanded motorized opportunities are proposed for development that would invite motorized users to trespass in Wilderness and on non-motorized trails.  Roads have been opened to dirtbikes, jeeps or ATVs that stop at Wilderness-accessing trailheads.  Additionally, new motorized routes—whether “Mixed Use Roads” or motorized trails—are proposed in areas that intersect with non-motorized trails.  Threading a system together in this way opens the door for incursions into non-motorized areas, whether intentionally or otherwise.

· Opportunities to close motorized trails:  The Travel Management process offers our forest an opportunity to examine and revise the current system of motorized trails.  Across the Okanogan-Wenatchee—most particularly in the Naches and Cle Elum Ranger Districts—motorized trails run hard against Wilderness boundaries or stop at the very edge of Wilderness.  In many other cases, motorized systems lie within a quarter mile of Wilderness boundaries.  Motorized trails in such close proximity to Wilderness should be considered for closure in this process.  There are also trails that should be closed to motorized use because of ongoing resource damage and the need for restoration, especially where the trail was not designed for motorized use and such use is inappropriate for that site.  We commend the Entiat District for recognizing that the Hi-Yu and Jimmy Creek Trails are former sheep drives that go steeply up the fall line, so that motorcycle wheel-spinning causes deep ruts and severe erosion, and no amount of future maintenance will change that – so those trails are now proposed as “Motorized Trail Conversion to Non-Motorized.”  Other Districts should follow the Entiat District’s example and consider converting their most eroded routes to non-motorized.  

· Unauthorized Trails:  In several cases, planners propose to route new motorized trail miles along unauthorized user-built, or bootleg trails.  We recognize that under NEPA, you’ll be producing a plan-wide DEIS.  That said, each instance in which an unauthorized trail is added to the system of authorized trails should receive a separate NEPA analysis, resulting in, at minimum, a separate section of the DEIS (and potentially a separate EA) for each proposed addition.  These trails have never been scoped for environmental, social or cultural impacts, and we are concerned that an analysis done at a landscape level will not pick up problems that might be uncovered with closer scrutiny.  We are also concerned that adopting unauthorized, user-created trails may send the wrong message to the users, encouraging them to create still more unauthorized routes in the future.

· “Mixed Use Road” systems:  The “Mixed Use Road” proposals amount to about 350 miles of new routes for ATVs and non-street-legal motorcycles.  These proposals are excessive and will have far-reaching, significant effects throughout the Forest.  Even “Mixed Use Road” systems that do not adjoin Wilderness and/or non-motorized trails will have direct impacts on the on-site ecosystem and on-site opportunities for quiet recreation, as well as indirect spillover effects of increased ORV usage in roadless areas further away.  Each of these new “Mixed Use Road” systems should receive a separate NEPA analysis, resulting in, at minimum, a separate section of the DEIS (and potentially a separate EA) for each proposed new “Mixed Use Road” system.  The Cle Elum District’s recent experience with its short-lived “Mixed Use Road” at Deer Gulch exemplifies some of the management problems that each system may bring to the Forest.  

· Limited resources for monitoring and enforcement:  In addition to ecological and social considerations, the scope and scale of the designated route network should be limited by the fiscal capacity to monitor, enforce, and maintain that network.  For decades, Washington’s National Forests have suffered from declining federal budgets.  While National Forests are seeing some funding upticks, it is imperative that the Okanogan-Wenatchee not develop a system that it does not have the resources to enforce.  The system as envisioned in the Proposed Action is very large indeed, and we are concerned that protecting resources and monitoring user conflicts could unnecessarily strain an already overburdened agency.

· Seasonal closures:  The new maps do not address seasonal closures, and the Scoping Document refers only to “timing restrictions to mitigate the potential for disturbance … for various wildlife species and other resource conditions” that will be “displayed” in the DEIS.  The DEIS needs to examine site-specific seasonal closures not only for resource protection, but also for mitigation of use conflict.  

Our organizations represent a pool of expertise in planning, habitat preservation and restoration, recreation management and public policy that could inform your decision-making process.  We hope you’ll consider these comments very carefully as you work your way through the next set of maps you develop.  The current “Proposed Action” may approximate a DEIS alternative that would significantly increase motorized route mileage, but the DEIS must also include an alternative that would significantly reduce current motorized route mileage – because the motorized route system is already overbuilt.  Please be aware that your solicitation of public input thus far has been skewed in favor of motorized users because of the way the process has been publicly framed as impacting motorized use, with very little said about how it impacts nonmotorized use and our longterm landscape management goals for watershed health and habitats.  We recommend that your deliberations going forward focus on the opportunities available to safeguard Wilderness and non-motorized resources and to secure important wildlife and landscape values.  Please reach out proactively to organizations and individuals with those aims in mind.

The Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest has an opportunity to rethink its approach to motorized recreation.  You can finish this process with a streamlined, enforceable, sustainable system, or you can arrive at a system that creates multiple hazards at ground level—increased user conflict, fragmented and deteriorating wildlife habitat, damaged streams and dangerous passenger vehicle/motorized recreation encounters.  We’d be pleased to work with you to help create the former and avoid the latter.
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