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Hello Friends: 

Last spring, the Gallatin National Forest initiated a travel management planning process for the purpose of establishing and identifying opportunities for public recreation and access on the Forest’s road and trail system.  We released a “Benchmark” document in August as a starting point to begin dialogue with the public.  It disclosed one possible option in providing opportunities for pleasure driving, high clearance and all-terrain vehicle (ATV) use, motorcycle use, biking, horseback riding, snowmobiling, hiking and skiing.  

A series of open houses were held across the Forest and the public was given 90 days to comment on the Benchmark.  This marked the first of three comment periods in the travel management planning process.  In response we received over 1600 letters, e-mails, post cards and comment forms.  My staff is currently completing the review of these comments and using them to inform the process of developing alternatives to consider and evaluate in the draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS).  I anticipate that the alternatives will be available for your review in June of this year.  In the interim, I wanted to update you on the planning process and share with you some of the comments we’ve heard.

The enclosed document briefly discusses the current status of the travel planning process, general themes being used for alternatives, and a discussion of some of the comments that the public provided.  In closing I want to thank you for the interest and effort you made in review of the “Benchmark.”  There was a lot of information presented and I realize that it was a significant investment of time for many of you.  We appreciate that effort and know that it will help us produce a better travel plan in the end. 

Sincerely,

	
	

	/s/ Rebecca Heath
	 

	REBECCA HEATH
	 

	Forest Supervisor
	 


GALLATIN NATIONAL FOREST

TRAVEL PLANNING

PROCESS UPDATE

April 11, 2003

I.  Current Status
The interdisciplinary team of Forest Service specialists is currently in the process of drafting alternatives to the Benchmark that will be studied in the draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  Once completed, the next step is to review and modify these alternatives as needed with the five ranger districts and then prepare a package to present to you, the public.  Currently we anticipate that the alternatives will be out for comment in June.  Beyond that the interdisciplinary team plans to use the summer visiting specific routes to further refine alternatives and continue with environmental analysis.  We are still targeting completion of a draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) by the winter of 2004 with a final EIS and decision by that summer.

II. General Themes for the Alternatives.
As mentioned, we are currently in the process of developing alternatives.  Based on the resource evaluation of the Benchmark and the public comments provided, we have identified 6 themes for alternatives that we believe sharply define the issues for the Forest as a whole; for individual travel planning areas; and for specific routes.  These themes are summarized below.

Alternative 1 – No Action

This alternative is required under NEPA plus it reflects a large share of the comments received.  There were many who stated that they like the travel plan the way it is and that the Benchmark was overly restrictive, particularly on motorized uses.  In analysis this alternative will reflect the consequences of making no change to the travel plan or Forest Plan.

Alternative 2 – Current Travel Plan with Mitigation

This alternative takes the current travel management plan and focuses on incorporating mitigation to respond to issues rather than opting for some uses over others on specific routes. Visitor information, education, law enforcement, and monitoring are key components to this alternative.  Reconstruction of routes to accommodate a new use would be kept to a minimum but would be adopted as needed for routes currently receiving that type of use.  It would adopt the policy of closed unless designated open for motorized uses. Also, as with the Benchmark, changes would be made that are in response to higher authorities such as law, regulation or national policy.  Goals and objectives for access remain as they are in the Benchmark except to correct errors.    

Alternative 3 

This alternative would vary from the Benchmark by reinstating popular motorcycle trails and to a certain degree ATV trails identified through public comment.  In this alternative areas of environmental and social debate would favor motorized opportunities.  Winter snowmobile use would remain close to the same as in the Benchmark but may incorporate some suggested groomed route changes and mitigation measures that would reduce impacts.  Horseback, mountain bike, pleasure driving and 4X4 opportunities would vary little from the Benchmark.  Due to the significant amount of comment, this alternative would look to plow the Hyalite road to the Hyalite Reservoir in the winter and apply day-of-week restrictions to mountain bikes on Hyalite and Emerald Lake Trails rather than prohibition. Goals and objectives for access would remain as they are in the Benchmark except to correct errors.

Alternative 4 

This alternative would closely parallel the Benchmark but attempt to resolve major issues through mitigation.  Errors would be corrected and validated seasonal restrictions adopted.  Routes may be dropped or changed from the Benchmark where the reasons to do so seem obvious, there is little negative consequence and the change leaves the area consistent with the stated desired future condition.  Goals and objectives for access would remain as they are in the Benchmark except to correct errors.

Alternative 5 

This alternative would vary from the Benchmark by being more restrictive on both summer and winter motorized uses in some areas.  The idea would be to restrict summer and winter motorized uses in areas providing rich wildlife habitat, areas with other resource concerns, and travel management areas that are very popular for non-motorized recreation.  Motorized use restrictions would be tempered in those travel planning areas where it’s of economic importance to the local communities (i.e., West Yellowstone and Cooke City).  Non-motorized emphasis would be favored in areas of environmental and social debate such as the Deer Creeks, Cabin Creek, Porcupine-Buffalo Horn, Gallatin Crest, the Wilderness Study Area (if possible), Bear Canyon, Lionhead, Taylor Fork, and the Brackett Creek area.  Certain routes designated for motorized use in the Benchmark may also be shifted to a non-motorized emphasis.  Migration corridors would be identified between the Gallatin and Bridger/Bangtail ranges, from the Henry’s Lake mountains west and at other points. The travel plan would minimize activities and development in these corridors that could create additional barriers to animal movement. Roads open to passenger vehicles and other uses would remain much as the Benchmark outlines.  The shift to non-motorized use would be focused on trails.  Mountain biking may be restricted beyond the Benchmark in some areas.  Horse use could parallel alternative 4.  Goals and objectives for access would remain as they are in the Benchmark except to correct errors.

Alternative 6 

Alternative 6 is responsive to a significant number of comments received and reflects a position that heavy restrictions on motorized use are needed to protect wildlife habitat, retain the primitive character of unroaded lands, and maintain other resource values. Under this alternative, motorized use would be precluded in the Hyalite-Porcupine/ Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area, the Lionhead Travel Planning Area, and in other inventoried roadless areas.  In roaded areas summer motorized use (passenger cars, 4 x 4’s, ATV’s and motorcycles) would, for the most part, be restricted to primary roads in attempt to bring open motorized route density as close as possible to ¾ mile per square mile.  Migration corridors would be identified between the Gallatin and Bridger/Bangtail ranges, from the Henry’s Lake mountains west and at other points. The travel plan would minimize activities and development in these corridors that could create additional barriers to animal movement.  There would be more area closures on snowmobile use than in the Benchmark.  More restrictions would also be placed on mountain bikes in certain areas including the trails to Hyalite and Emerald Lakes.  Adjustments would be made to these general principles to utilize topographical barriers.  Horse use would be similar to the Benchmark but there may be additional trail closures identified as a potential solution to correct resource damage and reduce maintenance costs.  Goals and objectives for access would remain as they are in the Benchmark except to correct errors.

III. Principle Comments
The following is a brief discussion of some of the comments we received during the initial comment period.  In total, over 1600 letters, e-mails, post cards, comment forms and petitions were received.  Many were quite detailed, making suggestions about a number of Forest roads and trails.  Others were more philosophical, providing vision or principles under which they believe the Gallatin Forest ought to be managed.

1. Motorized/Non-motorized use.  By far the top issue raised in comments was whether the Benchmark was too restrictive on motorized uses of roads and trails or not restrictive enough.  There were a significant number of comments with strong views on both sides of this issue.  However, it is important to note that comments cannot be lumped into general pro-motorized and anti-motorized categories. Commenters that suggested additional restrictions on motorized use tended to focus on specific areas or routes on the Forest and/or on specific uses.  ATV use was more of a concern than motorcycle use.  There were very few comments on passenger car travel or other uses of existing forest roads.  There were very few comments suggesting an all-out ban on motorized travel.  On the flip side, the majority of those commenting that the Benchmark was too restrictive on motorized use tended to advocate continuing with the current travel management plan or spoke to specific areas and routes that have provided cherished experiences. 

There are deep-seated value differences that become apparent with many of both the motorized and non-motorized use advocates.  Many people that favored more restrictions on motorized use tend to see the value of the Gallatin National Forest as one of very few places remaining that are largely free of societal influences.  It is important to these individuals that here humans remain subordinate to wildlife and natural processes.  Motorized vehicles are viewed as a means for human incursion and conquest over the last remaining wild places.  For many, the concern is not limited to just the diminished experience of encountering an ATV or a snowmobile, it’s the knowledge that more and more humans on machines are able to intrude further and further into these wild places.  Part of this value set, too, is a belief that one should work a little for the experience of a beautiful view or a nature experience.  There is a let-down when a faster machine beats you to the punch.
Many letters indicating opposition to restrictions on motorized use view the Benchmark more as an issue of civil rights.  The National Forest belongs to all American citizens and it is not “right” to exclude one user group in favor of another.  These individuals tend to not be in support of separating uses wondering “why can’t we just all share and get along.”  They value the experience of nature, relating memories of riding with their families to special places and hoping that their grandchildren can have those same opportunities.  They would not agree that motorized use equates to adverse resource impacts, rather they point to a few that ruin opportunities for everyone.  They also point out that this is true for all user groups; that there are hikers and horseback riders that can be just as disrespectful as anyone.  They suggest that better enforcement and user policing is the solution to problems, not closure of areas or routes to specific uses.

 2. Gallatin Range.  A large number of comments made pertained to the Hyalite Travel Planning Area, the Gallatin Crest, and surrounding areas within the Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area (WSA).  There were many cards and letters that advocated the WSA be off-limits to motorized use.  On the flip side, motorcyclists in particular, shared their experiences and made the point that this area is the only place on the Gallatin Forest available to them that provides this type of terrain and scenery.

Mountain bikers were overall complimentary of the Benchmark but strongly opposed the identified restrictions for Hyalite and Emerald Lake trails.  Judging by the sheer number of comments as well as rationale given, these routes are extremely popular.  It was noted that the Emerald Lake trail is designated in trail books as being a “premiere intermediate trail.”  The Hyalite Lake trail provides connections to other day rides and is enjoyed by advanced riders.

One surprise was the large number of comments received from ice climbers using the Hyalite area.  While we are aware of that activity, we underestimated the number of people taking advantage of it.  They were not in favor of the idea of plowing the Hyalite road to Langhor and creating a ski trail from there to the reservoir.  It’s not that they are opposed to skiing, it’s that they could no longer drive to the reservoir and this would add an additional 3 ½ miles on foot to access the ice climbing area.

There were comments on just about every type of recreational use in Hyalite.  It’s proximity to Bozeman, its scenery, and the opportunities it provides make this area the most popular on the Forest. 

3.  Travel Planning Areas.  All 39 travel planning areas received comments.  Areas  on the Forest that have invoked the greatest amount of interest (or concern with the Benchmark) include the Hyalite area south of Bozeman, the Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area, the Taylor Fork/Buck Creek area south of Big Sky, the Deer Creeks area east of Big Timber, and the Shields portion of the Crazy Mountain Range.  The majority of comments regarding uses of specific roads and trails focused on these areas.  Travel planning areas of least interest, as related to the Benchmark include the Absaroka-Beartooth and Lee Metcalf Wilderness areas, Cherry Creek in the north Madison Range, Mission Creek near Livingston, Sawtooth near Gardiner and the Gardiner Basin. 
4.  Uses.  In regard to the various uses of Gallatin National Forest roads and trails most comments focused on ATV, motorcycle and snowmobile use.  Surprisingly there was very little comment on passenger vehicle and backcountry 4x4 use.  There was also very little comment on hiking and horseback riding.  Cross-country skiing and snowshoe travel received moderate attention primarily informing us of those routes that provide good skiing.  There were a few comments about uses not addressed in the Benchmark including helicopters, backcountry airplane landing strips, horse-drawn wagons, and dog sleds.  One person even jokingly brought up hovercraft and personal tanks.

Comments on uses, or lack thereof, helps inform the process of alternative development.  Alternatives are developed in response to resource issues and public comment.  The distribution of public comment above is, in part, the reason that the alternatives vary predominantly on levels of ATV, motorcycle and snowmobile use.

4.  Issues.  It’s important to recognize that comments on uses, areas and routes are often supported with concerns over potential impacts to various resources.  In brief, commenters raised the following topics as issues to consider during analysis and development and evaluation of alternatives:

	Air Quality
	Ungulates
	Economics
	Biolgical Diversity

	Fisheries
	Grizzly Bear
	Land Values
	Ecological Sustainability

	Lynx
	MIS Species
	Noise
	Energy Consumption

	Noxious Weeds
	Petrified Forest
	Public Safety
	Heritage Resources

	Ranching
	Recreation
	Riparian Areas
	Migration Corridors

	Roadless Areas
	Roads
	Sensitive Plants
	Sensitive Wildlife

	Scenic Quality
	Soils
	Tourism
	Subnivian Small Mammals

	Vegetation
	Water Quality
	Wilderness
	Water (Snow) Chemistry

	Wildlife
	Wolverine
	Wolves
	Wilderness Study Area


5. Maps.  There were comments made about the maps included with the Benchmark.  Most were negative.  Some were critical that the maps lacked reference points, named features, trail numbers and map coordinates.  Some found the color scheme hard to understand.  Others would prefer one map with all uses identified.  There were also comments about errors and some that objected to showing roads and trails located on private land.

6.  Process.  There were a significant number of comments regarding the planning process and release of the Benchmark.  Again, most of these were negative.  Some felt that revision of the Forest Plan should be done before the travel plan.  Some indicated that the NEPA process provides an advantage to non-motorized interests.  Some felt that attempting to cover the whole Forest at once was too much.  There were comments that the Benchmark was flawed.  Some believed that the planning process should begin with a complete inventory of all roads and trails, including user- built routes, and the uses that are legal on those routes today.  Others felt that the Benchmark was flawed in that it was developed based on recreation use rather than wildlife and other resource values.

7.  Forest Plan Amendments.  There were comments expressing opposition to amending the Forest Plan to replace many existing standards and guidelines with the travel management plan and the associated goals, objectives, standards and guidelines.  The greatest concern was over the proposal to amend the Forest Plan’s road density standard (also known as HEI).  The reasons for proposing amendment of this standard and others were outlined in the Benchmark document.  Fundamentally, making route-by-route decisions that designate where summer motorized use is appropriate renders the need for a road density standard moot.  Alternative 6 is designed to reflect designation of open motorized routes in a way that would strive to limit route density to ¾ mile per square mile in roaded areas.

In conjunction with the alternative development process, we are also working on proposals for new goals, objectives, standards, guidelines and other direction that will guide future management actions.  The underlying purpose is to provide more useful direction that is less open to misinterpretation than the direction in the existing Forest Plan.

8.  Desired Future Condition Statements.  Several comments were received stating that it’s not appropriate for the Forest Service to create desired future condition (DFC) statements without allowing for public debate.  In travel planning, we used DFC statements to help describe how a travel area would be managed under the Benchmark through application of the identified goals, objectives, standards, and route-by-route direction. In comparison to the existing condition it provided a quick way for people to envision how things might change if this became the travel plan. These statements were not intended to limit the range of alternatives considered (i.e., each alternative considered had to meet the stated DFC).  We will have to modify these statements as needed depending on the alternative.  

9.  Suggested Solutions.  Many commenters provided interesting suggestions for solving problems that may avoid the need to prohibit certain uses.  Better law enforcement was probably the most common suggestion.  This included ideas such as establishing a user group program similar to “Neighborhood Watch,” or requiring that motorized vehicles be tagged with large numbers so violators can be identified.  Better user guides, maps, and education of users were also mentioned.  Several commenters thought that signing could be improved and physical barriers could be created at trailheads that might help prevent unauthorized access.  There were comments about limiting decibel levels on dirt bikes to alleviate a problem of diminished recreation experience for others.  Seasonal, weekly and daily restrictions were ideas also raised.  
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