Land, Water and People
ATVs and Hunting
By Mike Blakeman

This time of year always rekindles the debates about using all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) while hunting.  Many of the phone calls we receive from September through November are from hunters either complaining about ATVs ruining their quiet hunt or hunters that use ATVs complaining about a particular road or trail being closed.   
A closer look at the conflict paints the issue in shades of grey.  Some would argue that studies show that the majority of elk avoid roads, especially during hunting season.  Then they would extrapolate that data to say it also holds true to motorized trails.  Certainly that makes sense, but I’m not familiar with any research that has verified that hypothesis.
Those using ATVs may even agree with those findings, but using ATVs allows them to expand the territory they can get back into before turning off the motor to hunt on foot.   A hunter using an ATV may still hike 2-4 miles away from a motorized trail in search of big game.
The Rio Grande National Forest also allows successful hunters to drive their ATVs cross-country, between noon and 5:00 p.m., to retrieve their game.  Two important points to this privilege is that game retrieval on an ATV is only allowed in designated areas and must not cause resource damage.  There are free Motor Vehicle Use Maps available at all the SLV Public Lands Center offices showing the designated game retrieval areas.  The Bureau of Land Management does not allow cross-country travel on ATVs to retrieve game.
The game retrieval rule has been around for more than a decade and many hunters have stated that it is because of this rule that they hunt on the Rio Grande National Forest.  Since hunters spend money in communities, it appears the rule is beneficial to the SLV economy.

Other hunters claim that the game retrieval rule encourages hunters to illegally travel cross-country on their ATVs to hunt, thus scaring the elk and deer.  Some of these hunters say that they will never again hunt on the Rio Grande National Forest.  That, of course, would lead one to believe the game retrieval rule hurts the SLV economy. 

SLV Public Land Center law enforcement officers say that they don’t notice an increase in illegal ATV use during hunting season.  That said, the Forest has not conducted any formal monitoring of the situation.
Regardless of what monitoring would show, it really comes down to philosophical differences between forest users, and some will never have tolerance for those in the other camp.  The Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management try to find the elusive middle ground by offering both motorized and non-motorized hunting opportunities, but there will always be those that are unhappy.
One of the best things ATV users can do to ensure their privileges continue is to know and follow the rules.  ATVs are restricted to designated roads and trails on lands managed by both the Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management.  A trail or road should be considered closed to motorized use unless signed open.  Free Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management travel maps are available at all the SLV Public Lands Center offices.
May ALL hunters have a safe and enjoyable experience during our final hunting seasons!
  Mike Blakeman is the public affairs officer for the San Luis Valley Public Lands Center.  He spends much of his free time scrambling around the mountains with a camera in his hand.
