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 DECISION MEMO 
 

Huntington Ravine Winter Access Trail 
 

USDA Forest Service 
Androscoggin Ranger District, White Mountain National Forest 

Coos County, New Hampshire 
Sargents Purchase 

 
 
Background 
 
The Huntington Ravine Winter Access Trail (HRWAT) is located on the eastern flank of Mount 
Washington, appoxiamately 1.7 miles from Pinkham Notch Visitor Center on Route 16.  It runs 1.3 
miles, connecting the Tuckerman Ravine Trail with the base of Huntington Ravine (see Map 1 
attached).  Although hikers often use the trail instead of the nearby Huntington Ravine hiking trail, 
the primary purpose of the Winter Access Trail is to provide safe motorized access for Forest 
Service snow rangers as they conduct public safety duties in Huntington Ravine from December 
through April each year.  The Winter Access Trail also is the primary winter route for hikers and 
climbers heading to Huntington Ravine.  Motorized access to the ravine is permitted for U.S. Forest 
Service winter administrative use only. No public motorized use is permitted or was considered in 
this analysis.   

The HRWAT was built in 1966 and has undergone regular maintenance and reconstruction since 
then, including brushing, bridge repair, grading, and rock removal. 

The trail currently requires some reconstruction and maintenance, specifically: 

• Reduction of boulders within the existing trail corridor (approximately 20 rocks), and  

• Replacing the remaining unsafe trail bridge, and realigning the trail approach to the bridge. 

Purpose and Need for the Project 

U.S. Forest Service Snow Rangers require motorized winter access to Huntington Ravine to 
expedite their public safety duties, which include: 

• Avalanche forecasting, 

• Providing daily visitor information regarding conditions and hazards in the ravines, and 

• Leading search and rescue missions. 

Assessing conditions and developing the daily avalanche forecast must be done and made available 
to the public early in the morning so that winter visitors can use the information to make informed 
choices about entering the ravines each day. In times of low snow cover such as early and late 
winter, forecasting and distribution is delayed because motorized travel to Huntington Ravine is 
impeded by large boulders in the trail corridor that the snowcat cannot maneuver around or over. 
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Snowcat travel requires that rocks protrude no more than 13 inches from the snow surface after 24 
inches of snow is accumulated. 

In addition, rather than cross the unsafe bridge, snow rangers must wait until later in the season for 
enough snow to accumulate to allow them to build a snow bridge.  

The purpose of the proposed rock reduction and bridge replacement is to improve safety by 
extending the motorized travel season to include times of lower snow cover.  Further, the Forest 
Service Handbook  (FSH 2309.18.4.2) directs us to “maintain trails to preserve the trail and related 
facilities to meet established objectives.” 

 Minimizing travel time to and from the ravines is needed to quickly gather and distribute safety 
information and to transport rescuers and victims when search and rescue needs arise.  FSH 
2309.18.4.26 identifies priorities for trail maintenance, and this project falls into Priority 1: 
“Maintenance activities that would correct an unsafe condition relative to management objectives.” 

The need is to reduce the size of about 20 boulders that form obstacles to snowcat travel in times of 
low snow cover, and to replace the remaining unsafe bridge. 

Decision 
 
I have decided to approve reconstructing .32 miles of the 1.3-mile Huntington Ravine Winter 
Access Trail, including rock reduction, replacing a trail bridge, and realigning the bridge approach. 
Reconstruction work will occur within the existing trail bed and will not extend into the ravine or 
above tree line.    Rock reduction methods will likely include drilling and cracking the rocks to the 
desired level.  Broken rock may be used to fill in holes and help level the trail.  An excavator will 
move the broken rock pieces into place.  The trail will be graded only where necessary with the 
minimum of ground disturbance.   
 
The new bridge will be located at a more approachable angle at a site next to the existing bridge.   
The bridge will be approximately 12 feet wide and 40 feet long and constructed of wood decking 
with steel beams.  Approximately 50 feet of the trail will be relocated to the new bridge approach 
and would require some clearing of low vegetation and grading. An excavator will be used in this 
phase of trail reconstruction also. 

See attached Map 2 for project location. 

Mitigation Measures 
1. The size of particular rocks will be reduced using methods and timing that are the least intrusive 

to visitors and the scenic values of the trail. No intrusive work would occur on weekends or 
legal holidays. 

 
2. A safety plan will be implemented to ensure safety for hikers and trail workers.  
 
3. If any historical or culturally significant resources are discovered during project 

implementation, the New Hampshire Division of Historical Resources will be consulted for 
appropriate action. 
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4. Soil and water resources will be protected through use of Best Management Practices and Forest 
Plan Standards and Guidelines as directed required by the State of New Hampshire and the U.S. 
Forest Service. 

  
This action is categorically excluded from documentation in an environmental impact statement or 
an environmental assessment because it falls within a category of actions established by the USDA 
Forest Service that normally do not individually or cumulatively have a significant effect on the 
human environment.  This category of actions is identified in Forest Service Handbook 1909.15, 
Chapter 30, Section 31.2, Category 1: construction and reconstruction of trails. 
 
Our environmental analysis identified no extraordinary circumstances associated with the following 
resource conditions that may significantly affect the environment.   
 

• Federally-listed threatened or endangered species or designated critical habitat, species 
proposed for federal listing or proposed critical habitat, or Forest Service sensitive species. 

No listed or proposed species or critical habitats exist in the project area.  
I have decided that this decision will have no effect on listed or proposed 
species or critical habitats. See the Biological Evaluation in the Project 
File. 

   
• A map review (in Project File) indicates that the project area is not in and will not affect: 

o Floodplains, wetlands, or municipal watersheds.  
o Congressionally designated areas, such as Wilderness, wilderness study areas, or 

national recreation areas. 
o Inventoried roadless areas. 
o Research Natural Areas.  
      

• American Indian religious or cultural sites; archeological sites or historic properties or areas. 
A Cultural Resource Survey (Report # R9F2202942 in the Project File) 
revealed no cultural sites in or near the permit area. 

   
                         

Public Involvement 
 
This trail reconstruction work was proposed and analyzed in the 1990s as part of a broader proposal 
that included a variety of work in the vicinity.  The project has been listed on the Quarterly 
Schedule of Proposed Actions since October 1994. Letters seeking comments on the project were 
mailed to hundreds of interested citizens and organizations in April 1993 and May 1995.  The 
project was partially completed (four unsafe bridges on the trail were replaced) but the remaining 
work was deferred.  Litigation challenging the project planning process was filed, but ultimately 
deemed not ready for a decision by the court.   
 
An outreach letter was mailed in July 1998 requesting comments and inviting any interested parties 
to a field trip to view the site.  Two comments were received and no one attended the field trip. 
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In 2003 we modified the original proposed action to focus on the more critical needed for  the 
health and safety of our visitors and employees.  On April 12, 2003, a letter seeking comments on 
the proposal to reconstruct .32 miles of the trail and replace/realign a bridge was sent to 246 
individuals and organizations and posted on the White Mountain National Forest’s website.  The 
letter also invited all interested parties to a field trip to view the work site.  
 
Although no one attended the field trip, we received comments from 18 respondents. From their 25 
separate comments, 15 expressed support for the project, many because of safety concerns.  Others 
felt the project would have no environmental impact and is in keeping with the existing uses in the 
area.  Three comments requested that if we go forward with the project, effort be made to protect 
the aesthetics of the trail and the view from surrounding ridges. Two comments addressed the 
method used to reduce the level of the boulders.  Two expressed concerns about environmental 
effects, including water quality and timing and number of equipment trips on the trail.  Two 
questioned the need for the trail at all, suggesting that the area’s wildness be protected and snow 
ranger duties be accomplished on foot or with snowmobiles. Summarized comments and our 
responses are in Appendix A, and full comment letters are in the Project File. 
 
Findings Required by Other Laws 
 
Forest Plan Direction 
This decision is consistent with the Land and Resource Management Plan for the White Mountain 
National Forest as required by the National Forest Management Act. The Huntington Ravine Winter 
Access Trail is located in the Pinkham Notch Scenic Area, Management Area 8.1, as designated in 
the White Mountain National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan pp III 60-
61, 64-65). Track-type snow vehicles are permitted in this area for administrative use only.  
Management guidelines for recreation in this area include providing facilities to prevent site 
deterioration and protect the user from health and safety hazards (III-65) and maintaining trails to 
the proper standards (III-5).  Minimum trail specifications for the snowcat include a 12-foot width 
and 13 inches of clearance above 2 feet of snow. 
 
Endangered Species Act 1966    
A biological review of the area was completed for this action and it was determined that no listed 
threatened or endangered species or their critical habitat will be affected by this activity. 
 
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 
The Forest Service program for compliance with the National Historic Preservation Act includes 
locating, inventorying, and nominating all cultural sites that may indirectly be affected by schedule 
activities.  A cultural resource reconnaissance survey was conducted in the project area, and the 
project was reviewed by the State Historic Preservation Officer, with no cultural resources were 
identified. 
 
Implementation Date 
 
Implementation of this decision may begin immediately. 
 
Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities 
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This decision is not subject to administrative review/appeal pursuant to 36 CFR Part 215.12 (f). 
 
Contact Person 
 
For further information regarding the actions of this decision, contact Don Muise, Assistant Ranger 
for Recreation, at (603) 466-2713 ext. 214. 
 
/S/ William A. Dauer      26 March, 2004 
_____________________________________  _______________________ 
WILLIAM A. DAUER                                                         DATE 
Acting District Ranger 
 
Androscoggin Ranger District 
300 Glen Road 
Gorham, New Hampshire 03581 
(603) 466-2713 
TTY (603) 466-2856 
 
 

 The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and 
activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political 
beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all 
programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program 
information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 
720-2600 (voice and TDD). To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of 
Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, 
DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider 
and employer. 


