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Negotiating a timeshare plan between trail user groups as directed by the Gallatin National Forest travel plan is a daunting task no doubt, yet we as cyclists felt realistic and hopeful knowing that we were required to give up time on our cherished trails, to see this process to an equitable end.  Seemingly reasonable enough, the Record of Decision (ROD) mandates that all user groups share and shape the future of nine popular trails around Bozeman.  

We appreciate the intent of Becky Heath’s directive: to open a dialog about trail sharing and appropriate usage of this valuable resource in a rapidly growing Gallatin Valley, and to reduce perceived [not measured] user conflicts to enhance the trail experience for all.  What regretfully occurred instead is that well-intentioned representatives of 5 user groups could not achieve the directive. It became apparent that the decision-making process did not include the necessary tools and information to reasonably assist the group to make decisions.  

Our report concludes that ordinary citizens were asked to make decisions that affect the future of public trail sharing without having access to accurate numbers about trail usage or documentation regarding multiple user interaction and real experiences on the trails.   In its void, ambiguous innuendo and hearsay prevailed at these meetings, which in turn determined what folks were willing to compromise on to reach the objective: a viable united timeshare plan.

In this atmosphere of dictated compromises and potential mountain bike sacrifices to access public land, we who represent the cycling community sat down at the table in good faith.  What we discovered is that many of the issues presented concerning perceived conflict were just that: perceived, not studied nor objectively verified.    In the course of the meetings, we felt the need to defend ourselves from the negative stereotyped image that all mountain bikers are young, fast and reckless.  While we acknowledge that there have been and will continue to be negative encounters between user groups, these are the interactions of individuals and do not represent any one recreational group.  We believe that education on trail etiquette and consistent trail signage, along with peer pressure among all user groups, are essentials to change negative impressions into positive actions, and to increase everyone’s overall enjoyment of the trails.  

As the meetings progressed during several weeks, it became evident that everyone at the table was passionate about their position, but as the dialog became bogged down in perceptions, speculation and emotions it became evident that the lack of data about the actual use of these trails was stalemating any progress.  We as the public have no skills beyond our emotions and desires if we do not have the facts on which to base our decisions.  It became obvious that the ROD directive was a monumental task for a group of volunteers representing diverse user groups for the benefit of the general public.  Negotiating one trail would have been challenging, but nine was huge. We believe that proactive education of the public and the user groups while simultaneously gathering real data about how, why, when and what folks use the forest is the first step to this timeshare process.  

One quiet, non-mechanized day off the trails would have met the directive of the ROD and would equate to a 100% increase of quiet time and a 14 % loss of access for cyclists and motorcycles on each trail every week.  During informal interviews with cyclists, other avid hikers and equestrians we consistently heard disbelief that this timeshare process was deemed necessary.  Most all users questioned did not have a problem sharing the trails, did not experience conflict at the perceived level and felt that restrictions before proactive education and data gathering would be heavy handed. 

Initiating a least restrictive time sharing process gives the USFS the opportunity to educate the public to the issues of land access, gather data on forest usage, and most importantly, sells the idea of a timeshare plan to individual groups in the community.  If this agreement is perceived as punitive from the beginning, the goodwill and willingness to share for the greater benefit of all will be lost.  Too much restriction without justification will only further polarize user groups.

Bicycles are human powered, low impact and quiet modes of transport.  Cycling is the second largest recreational user group in the country behind hiking.  Mountain bikers ride for the same reasons hikers hike and equestrians ride: for the solitude, the challenge and the love of our public lands. It is a myth that bicycles and horses do not belong on the same trails.  One of our bicycle groups has over 25 years experience riding trails with and around horses during hunting season, the most heavily used times of year, with no negative encounters. There are a myriad of independent scientific studies on the natural resource impacts of bicycles and the general conclusion of these studies is that hikers and bicycles have about the same impact on the trails. 

In this globally warmed world with gas at more than $3.00 per gallon, we need to encourage the public to get out on bicycles whenever possible.  The 9 trails that have been included in this timeshare process are important to cycling in and around the Gallatin Valley. Mountain biking in these places means different things to different people. It is important to note that not all who leave the trailhead make it to Emerald Lake or reach the top of Sypes.  They ride as far as they can or want and then stop to enjoy the scenery and the escape from their busy lives down in the valley. Most of these trails are challenging aerobically and technically to every mountain biker, and should be managed with an eye toward keeping them the inspirational jewels they are.  The trails in the Bridgers are important because they can be ridden from town after work without having to drive to a trailhead.  

Initiating a timeshare plan that incorporates light changes and careful monitoring, with a meeting again in 12 months to review the collected information, will give more insight for good decision-making on future changes.  This is a reasonable solution, especially since the group lacks adequate information to reach a consensus.  We all want our individual groups to respect and buy into the decision from the timeshare committee.   An experimental year would yield the necessary data and give a better understanding of perceived versus real conflict. The next 12 months would also provide an opportunity to do community-wide education on trail etiquette and proper land stewardship using guided group tours (bikers, hikers, motorized, equestrians, trail runners, etc).  We feel that the majority of trail users have mutual respect and have no problems sharing the trails. 

Our suggestions and thoughts on the specific trails:

#586 Middle Cottonwood trailhead to #534 (Sunday) one weekend day closure will provide a day of separation during the most heavily used times of week. If you look at trail use hours this will be very close to a 50% user hour timeshare. The bottom 2 to 2.5 miles of this trail is a great up and back, but to hike/bike this trail to the saddle below Saddle Peak is only for committed individuals.  Most likely anyone committed enough to go to the Saddle will drop out Truman.  If you factor in riders coming from Truman up over and out Middle Cottonwood the number of bicycles is not going to be substantial or a cause for conflict. Education, respect, signage and a willingness to share the trail would accomplish more than a timeshare on this trail.

#531 Sypes to #534 and out the M, (Saturday) one weekend day closure on this trail will provide a day of separation during the most heavily used time of week. This trail is used primarily by hikers and bicyclists at this time; hikers and bicyclists use this trail after work/school during the week. This trail may require more timeshare to accommodate equestrians use but without data we are very reluctant to add closure days. Education, respect, signage and a willingness to share are key components to any successful social interaction.  A future solution to making Sypes a friendlier trail would be to finish rebuilding the foothills trail portion to the “M”.  This would make a loop ride more appealing to bicyclists.  For example, odd days could be open to one-way bicycle traffic only (up Sypes and out the M) and even days could be open to both directions.  This would relieve the downhill traffic on Sypes and give the trail a feel that it has less users.
Storm Castle #185, not really sure why this trail is on the timeshare as it sees less use than most other trails, and therefore presents no perceived user conflict at this time.  As far as user hours, this trail is used more by motorcycles than other user groups. This trail should have serious consideration for motorized users, the more hours this trail is open to motorcyclists the less likely they are to ride Hyalite #427. Bicyclists often ride up Storm Castle and ride out Hyalite. With recreational education and trail etiquette (respect), there is no reason to restrict bicycles on any weekend or week day on this trail. 

East Fork Hyalite #434 Emerald Lake, (Sunday) one week end day closure will provide a day of separation during the most heavily used time of the week. In terms of trail use hours this will also be very close to 50% timeshare. This is a great bicycle ride! Bicyclists ride this trail weekends and after work. Bicyclists’ willingness to give a weekend day on this trail is a very big concession; it eliminates weekend overnight camping trip opportunities on a trail into an area that is one of the best rides in the Bozeman area. Please take into consideration the sacrifice for bicyclists on this trail.  On evenings and weekends, this trail has little traffic after 3 pm.  This trail could be set up to allow bicycles after 3 pm on closure days. The whole point of the timeshare is to add separation, and we can very easily accomplish this with opening after 3pm to bicycles.  We are all trying in our own time and way to find some escape from our day.

Hyalite Trail #427 (Saturday) one day per week closure provides separation during the most heavily used times of the week. This trail is used for many different bicycle rides; probably more than 50% are up and back to the trailhead. Riders also use this trail to access the Gallatin Crest and traverse it to other drainages to the south (only for the very committed).  It is an important connector for many desirable point to point rides.  It is used as an exit for people coming from Storm Castle, Swan Creek and individuals that have started at Windy Pass; it is a very important connection for many rides and could very easily be an “open after 3 pm on Saturday” trail.

Again most trail users respect each other and want to get along, regardless of the mode of recreation.    We need to put more of our energy and time into education, showing respect, and showing we are all willing to get along, this is the only true way we are going to make any time share work.  Just think how much more we could have accomplished if we would have spent the amount of time educating trail users about the other user groups in these 10 meetings instead of negotiating trail restrictions, which no one wanted imposed on their group.
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