[image: image1.emf]1Off Road Rec-Public Land Impacts-May18.pdf



Colorado Backcountry Hunters & Anglers

“The sportsmen’s voice for our wild public lands, waters and wildlife”

www.backcountryhunters.org

Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, Gunnison National Forests
Attn: Plan Revision Team 

2250 South Main Street

Delta, CO 81416






May 24, 2018
Subject:  Forest Plan Revision Scoping
I am submitting the following comments on behalf of the Colorado Chapter of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers.  I currently serve our Chapter as the Regional Director for the Central Western Slope.  Our chapter currently has over 1,300 members from throughout the State, and we have a vested interest in the management of the Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests.
We appreciate the opportunity to continue to provide public comments and input to the Forest Plan Revision and to establish standing in the planning process and eventual draft decision.
We are very pleased to see that the species assessment has been revised to include Species Of Interest; Rocky Mountain elk, mule deer, pronghorn, moose, black bear, mountain lion, dusky grouse, Merriam’s wild turkey, small game, and common trout.  The revised species assessment and its findings provide the necessary connection in the planning process to enable the Forest Service to fully consider and incorporate this group of species, and reflect the interests and major issues that we believe the Forest Service should concentrate on in the Forest Plan Revision.  
Part 1: Forest Plan Vision, Roles and Contributions
The GMUG National Forests provide essential habitat for a wide variety of wildlife and fish, and it is a National destination for hunting and fishing as well as wildlife watching.  Hunters and anglers have tremendous opportunities to enjoy large backcountry habitats in pursuit of fish and game, as well as the solitude and challenge of experiencing large intact landscapes.  
Currently 46% of the GMUG is classified as wilderness or roadless.  The Forest has an estimated 3,600 miles of perennial streams, 7,000 miles of ephemeral and intermittent streams, and numerous lakes and reservoirs that support outstanding fisheries.  These public lands and waters provide an essential role in maintaining large, uninterrupted blocks of connected habitat and streams that are crucial to perpetuating our populations of wildlife and fish.  
Our vision of the GMUG would reflect direction within the 2012 Planning Rule (page 58 of the revised assessment).  “Consistent with the 2012 Planning Rule, Forest Plan components for Species of Interest will include components for desired conditions, standards, guidelines, and/or goals/objectives.  Forest plan components will provide direction to maintain or restore key ecosystem characteristics that benefit multiple species, protect or conserve important common habitat components, provide additional species-specific direction as needed, and provide direction to maintain existing, relatively un-fragmented big game habitat and associated hunting opportunities and other wildlife habitat, in the context of sustainable resource management”.
Our vision would include the retention and enhancement of the existing wilderness, special management areas, and roadless areas where resource management is focused on the recovery of T&E and sensitive plants and animals, resolving conflicts between wildlife and livestock, and maintaining and improving habitat for wildlife and fish Species Of Interest.  Developed recreation and trails would be very limited in these areas to prevent habitat fragmentation and limit the degree of human disturbance.  Recreation and trails development on other parts of the Forest would be based upon desired ROS designations and a landscape-scale strategy that provides for the seasonal habitat needs of wildlife and is implemented under comprehensive travel management plans.
Livestock grazing on the Forest would occur only where ecologically sustainable and compatible with fish and wildlife population objectives.  Adjustments to annual grazing use during periods of drought would be implemented to maintain potential plant species composition and retain forage for wildlife.  Issues such as the potential for disease transmission from domestic to wild sheep would be resolved in favor of bighorn sheep.  Forage would remain on the land after livestock grazing use in sufficient quantity to provide forage for wild ungulates.  Streams and riparian vegetation would not be impacted by livestock grazing practices. 

Part II:  Key Needs for Change
The scoping document has organized key needs for change from the assessments into seven major themes and be used to focus the planning process.

Theme 1 – Provide Strategic, Adaptive Direction.

Management direction in the Forest Plan should be clear and concise so that we the public, and Forest Service managers, can understand exactly what the goals and objectives are for any particular resource, and how to resolve conflicts that may occur between incompatible uses or situations where that use is causing significant resource damage.  Management direction that is strategic and adaptive in nature must be based upon a system of resource allocations and acceptable levels of use and have defined management practices and thresholds for change when situations change.  Project-level planning and implementation must be based upon Forest-level analysis and guidance that clearly reflects the resource values present and proper methods of sustaining those values based on the best available science and experience of public land managers.

District Rangers and their staff need to have clear and concise direction within the Forest Plan.  Prescriptive direction has an important role in providing that clarity and avoiding inconsistency between ranger districts and district rangers.  For example, the scoping document refers to outdated management direction for wildlife and timber practices.  We agree that some of this direction could be improved through consideration of more recent science, but in practice, prescriptive direction provides better implementation and mitigation of impacts to other resources through the use of applied science and the collective experience of resource specialists.

Theme 2 – Contribute to Social and Economic Sustainability         
We strongly believe that hunting and fishing provide people and communities with social and economic benefits for present and future generations.  According to Colorado Parks and Wildlife 2008 Economic Impact Report, hunting and fishing generated an estimated $1.8 billion dollars for Colorado’s economy in 2007, and wildlife watching generated an estimated $1.2 billion in 2006.  In addition, hunting and fishing supported approximately 21,000 jobs statewide and wildlife watching supported an additional 12,800 jobs.  Local communities surrounding the GMUG and outfitters and guides operating on the Forest are highly dependent upon this income.  The benefit of hunting and fishing needs to be recognized and included in this theme.

We also recognize the value of recreation to our local communities and the desire to increase trail systems and other recreational developments in some areas.  The scoping document states that ‘in many areas recreation is a driver and should be a major consideration when forest plan desired conditions are developed”.  We suggest that hunting and fishing is also an economic driver that should be a major consideration in the development of forest plan desired conditions.  

These two uses, recreational trails and hunting and fishing, are not compatible in many areas of the Forest and we consider this to be a key need for change in management direction for the GMUG.  The forest should plan for increased recreational trail development that prevents impacts to our backcountry and concentrates development in areas close to communities where open road and trail densities and human activities are already high.  Development of travel management plans should be based upon landscape-scale strategy that provides for the retention and enhancement of large blocks of intact landscapes that provides for the seasonal habitat needs of wildlife. 
We believe there is a need to provide abundant intact habitat to perpetuate thriving populations of fish and game to sustain our hunting and fishing opportunities and numerous outfitter and guide operations on the GMUG, and this should be a major focus in the Forest Plan Revision.

Theme 3 – Provide for Ecological Sustainability

The assessment for Terrestrial Ecosystems described various ecosystem stressors upon ecological sustainability.  We believe that this assessment under-emphasized the extent and severity of livestock grazing and recreation on the ecological integrity of many forest ecosystems.  The effects of livestock grazing are primarily reflected in the current condition and trend of vegetation, as well as levels of annual forage use by livestock.  We see these effects extending throughout the Forest, including the San Juan Mountains.  There are several known and documented aspen regeneration failures due to cattle and sheep grazing, as well as degraded ecological condition of meadows and sagebrush parks.  Livestock grazing has also significantly altered fire patterns, especially in the ponderosa pine and pinyon-juniper.

Recreation impacts to ecological integrity of many ecosystems have resulted from increased trail development and disturbance which cause habitat fragmentation, disrupt migration, and displace wildlife from seasonal concentration areas.  Roads and trails are primary influences on habitat patch size and connectivity.  We see these effects occurring on many areas of the Forest and on adjacent BLM lands.  Recreation impacts from increased trail development and use upon ecological integrity needs more emphasis in the Forest Plan.  
We believe that these are significant issues on the GMUG that need to be incorporated into this Theme and that they should be specifically addressed as key needs for change.  
Theme 4 – Maintain the Diversity of Plant and Animal Communities

Thank you once again for including Species Of Interest in this Theme.  We fully endorse the component to “provide direction to maintain existing, relatively unfragmented big game habitat and associated hunting opportunities, and other wildlife habitat, in the context of increasing development, including recreational trails”.
We also endorse the component related to wildlife and livestock conflicts with one edition – ‘Provide plan direction to minimize wildlife and livestock conflicts (elk, bighorn sheep, etc) in coordination with permittees and the appropriate agencies such as USFWS, WLS, CPW, and sportsmen”.  

We would like to see the forest plan include direction to review and update existing sheep allotment management plans within 5 years to provide full separation of domestic sheep and bighorn.  Full separation is the only known method of effectively preventing disease transmission between domestic and wild sheep and sustaining our bighorn sheep populations where they overlap.
This Theme should also include the need for active vegetation management to sustain our fish and wildlife habitats and capacity to support CPW population objectives.  In the past, the GMUG has had an active program of fish and wildlife habitat improvement, utilizing extensive partnerships with organizations such as Trout Unlimited, the Mule Deer Foundation, Wild Turkey Federation, and Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation.  We have serious issues with stream habitat fragmentation and isolation of fish populations due to improper road culvert installations, dams, and reservoirs.  We also seriously need to continue a program of habitat improvement work utilizing prescribed fire, mechanical treatments, and seeding to maintain forage and browse production and diversity on the Forest. We believe that these are significant issues on the GMUG that need to be incorporated into this Theme and that they should be specifically addressed as key needs for change. 
Theme 5 – Integrate Resource Management for Multiple Uses and Ecosystem Services

We fully endorse the idea that Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) should be used to better integrate resource management on the GMUG.  In the past, ROS has been a consequence of other management activities instead of being used to direct those activities to meet desired conditions.  It is essential that the Forest Plan undergo a thorough analysis of ROS, including various alternatives, to demonstrate how we can meet a variety of multiple uses and activities.  We should definitely “include the use of backcountry areas to support wildlife habitat objectives, in addition to primitive and semi-primitive recreation opportunities”.

This would include “integrated resource direction for designated Colorado Roadless Areas since the 1983 Plan preceded designation of these areas”.  As I stated previously, this is our golden opportunity to recognize these areas for their fish and wildlife values and to provide direction to emphasize fish and wildlife management in these areas remaining on the Forest. 
Theme 6 – Incorporate Best Available Science, Update to Existing Law and Policy

One of the principals upon which BHA was founded is to promote science-based wildlife management of our public lands and waters.  Standards and Guidelines for fish and wildlife within the current forest plan were based on the best available science and professional experience at the time.  Specifically, the HABCAP model wasn't the best in the world but was good for the 30+ years it has been available for wildlife analysis and project implementation.  It also provided pretty decent standards & guidelines for habitat effectiveness in the Forest Plan that were used to plan and implement timber sales and travel management plans.
Table 3 within the revised Species Assessment identified the need for change to some of those standards and guidelines to incorporate more recent science.  I think you and CPW are on the right track using the latest science from Wisdom et al at the Starkey Experiment Station.  At this point in time I think it is the best science available.  The eventual standards for open road densities you refer to need to include motorized and non-motorized (mountain bike) trails as well.  There is clear evidence of the impact from recreation trails too.
Our BHA Chapter has been exploring the best available sources of research on the effects of recreation on wildlife.  We submit this research for your consideration during the Forest Plan Revision:


[image: image2.jpg]



“Colorado BHA Report: Impacts of Off-Road Recreation on Public Lands Habitat.” Backcountry Hunters & Anglers: 5/21/18.https://www.backcountryhunters.org/colorado_bha_report_impacts_of_off_road_recreation_on_public_lands_habitat
Theme 7 – Build an Accessible, Useful Plan
Please refer to my comments on Theme 1 – Provide Strategic, Adaptive Direction.
Part III: Management Area Framework
The scoping document proposes a similar framework to the Key Needs for Change through utilization of six Themes to represent unique Management Area designations with corresponding management emphasis.
Theme 1 – Natural Processes Dominate

This management area will include all currently designated Wilderness Areas and Special Management Areas, as well as Upper Tier Colorado Roadless Areas.  It would also include any potential Wilderness or Special Management Areas recommended by this Forest Plan Revision.

In these areas, natural processes would dominate management.  They would not be suitable for timber production or harvest.  We believe that they should also not be suitable for energy development or developed motorized and non-motorized (mountain bike) trails systems to prevent habitat degradation and retain high quality streams and wildlife habitat as well as the opportunity for backcountry hunting and fishing, backpacking, horse packing, solitude and other quiet uses.

Wilderness areas and Upper Tier Colorado Roadless Areas currently support a majority if not all of our bighorn sheep populations on the GMUG.  They also provide vital habitat for many T&E species of plants and animals, as well as Forest Service sensitive species.  The same areas include the headwaters of major river systems and provide high quality, sources of water that support world class fisheries.  Wilderness and roadless areas also provide large areas of unfragmented intact habitat for our wild populations of elk, mule deer, and moose.

These public lands and waters provide an essential role in maintaining large, uninterrupted blocks of connected habitat and streams that are crucial to our populations of wildlife and fish.  This Theme represents an opportunity to provide direction to maintain existing, relatively un-fragmented big game habitat and associated hunting opportunities, and other wildlife habitat, in the context of increasing pressure from development, including recreational trails. For these reasons, we recommend including an emphasis on fish and wildlife management into this theme.  
Theme 2 – Special Areas and Unique Landscapes
The tentative description for this Theme in the Scoping Document is “management emphasis is tailored toward unique features of the particular area.  Not suitable for timber production or harvest.  
We suggest that these areas should also not be suitable for energy development or developed recreation sites other than interpretive signage to protect the unique character of those sites.

Theme 3 – Backcountry, Including Non-Upper Tier Colorado Roadless Areas

Retaining and enhancing our remaining backcountry areas is of vital importance to us.  Once these areas are developed, there is virtually no practical way we can restore the values they currently provide.  In combination with those lands within Theme 1, these public lands and waters provide an essential role in maintaining large, uninterrupted blocks of connected habitat and streams that are crucial to our populations of wildlife and fish.  This Theme represents an opportunity to provide direction to maintain existing, relatively un-fragmented big game habitat and associated hunting opportunities, and other wildlife habitat, in the context of increasing pressure from development, including recreational trails.
We firmly believe that the primary management emphasis of these areas should be focused on fish and wildlife habitat protection and management, as well as backcountry hunting and fishing opportunities.  The emphasis for recreation would be to provide primitive to semi-primitive ROS, with very limited to no motorized and non-motorized (mountain bike) trail systems.  Overall open road and trail densities within this management area would be maintained at or reduced to low densities, and include seasonal closures of big game winter range.  Timber harvest and energy development would not be suitable in these areas, but active management of vegetation with prescribed fire and mechanical treatments would be allowed to continue to maintain and improve habitat conditions.
Theme 4 – Recreation Focus Areas/High-Use Recreation Emphasis

We fully recognize and understand the demand for dispersed and developed recreation opportunities on the Forest, and there should be areas designated to accommodate present and future uses.  However, that development should be considered only where it is compatible with wildlife resource values and primitive recreation opportunities.  Before any large-scale trail systems are planned or developed, we think it should be mandatory to develop a landscape-scale analysis of key wildlife habitats and seasonal concentration areas to identify areas that would be potentially suitable for development or not suitable for development in order to retain habitat connectivity and integrity.
That analysis and planning process should only be conducted through an open and inclusive travel management planning process under NEPA, and not be driven entirely by proponents of recreational development.  Ideally, recreation focus areas would be concentrated near larger communities and resort towns close to the Forest, and also consider what is available on adjacent BLM lands.  

We also believe that any road density standards and guidelines that may be developed for the Forest should include motorized and non-motorized (mountain bike) trails in those calculations because of the documented impact of trails upon wildlife habitat effectiveness.
Theme 5 – General Forest/Active Management

We suggest a couple of edits to the tentative description for this theme.

The Forests and rangelands are actively managed for a variety of multiple uses and management objectives.  Suitable for timber production, fuels treatments, wildlife habitat and rangeland improvements. Motorized and non-motorized recreation is based upon the designated ROS and compatible with wildlife habitat objectives and seasonal big game concentration areas. Includes the wildland Urban Interface/frontcountry areas of the Forests and extends to the edge of backcountry areas.
We also think there should be direction within the Forest Plan for appropriate levels of livestock grazing use, including grazing intensity and duration of use to guide allotment management plans.  We are aware of and consistently observe many areas of the Forest that are heavily grazed year after year, resulting in altered plant species composition, reduced forage production, and a prevalence of invasive species.  We believe this is often due to rangelands being overstocked and very long grazing seasons.
Theme 6 – Highly Developed Areas (non-recreation emphasis, i.e. utility corridors)
Our infrastructure is an important element to consider in this Plan Revision.  Utility corridors should be permitted in areas previously evaluated for the Nation, and as many corridors clustered into one corridor as possible.
Utility corridors should avoid any designated Wilderness and Special Management Areas, as well as Upper and Lower Tier Colorado Roadless Areas.

Craig Grother
Craig Grother
Regional Director, Central Western Slope
Backcountry Hunters and Anglers       

The Sportsman's Voice for Our Wild Public Lands, Waters and Wildlife

www.backcountryhunters.org
www.facebook.com/backcountryhabitat
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Impacts of Off-Road Recreation 


On Public Lands Habitat 
 


Due to the breadth and depth of our state’s vast public lands estate, Colorado boasts more elk 


than any other state. At the same time, our human population is booming and expanding its 


impact on wild habitat. The Colorado chapter of Backcountry Hunters & Anglers (BHA) has 


been hearing from an increasing number of hunters, anglers, public land managers and others 


about the detrimental impacts of increasing off-road recreation on public lands habitat. 


 


Wildlife habitat in Colorado is being significantly impacted by the proliferation of mechanized 


(i.e., mountain bike) and motorized (ATV/OHV) trails on public lands. Sportsmen and wildlife 


managers are finding that elk hunting opportunities, in particular, are being compromised by trail 


development in many parts of the state.  


 


In the Roaring Fork Valley (which stretches from Glenwood Springs to Aspen), for example, 


user-created trails have displaced elk to a point where a Colorado BHA member, Bob Shettel, no 


longer finds elk in traditional hunting areas north of Basalt.1 Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) 


is also growing increasingly concerned about decreasing elk numbers in the vicinity of areas with 


expanding off-road recreation trail systems.  


 


Former CPW District Wildlife Manager, Jim Haskins, wrote: “New mountain bike [trail] 


construction will likely result in permanent habitat fragmentation. Habitat fragmentation impedes 


the movement of wildlife across landscapes. Looped trails may create islands of habitat that may 


be avoided entirely by wildlife.”2 During the 2017 Colorado BHA Rendezvous at Sylvan Lake 


State Park (June 2-4), CPW District Wildlife Manager, Craig Wescoatt, stopped by. He’s 


concerned that elk are being displaced by mountain bike trails in the Eagle area.3 


 


At a February 27, 2018, Vail Planning and Environmental Commission meeting, CPW officer 


Bill Andree told board members about the decline in area wildlife populations, including a 


roughly two-thirds decrease in the elk herd between Vail Pass and Wolcott south of Interstate 70 


in the past 15 years. The Vail Daily Editorial Board added these insights:4 


 


“Ultimately, preserving and rebuilding wildlife herds is up to us. ‘We all feel we don’t have an 


impact, that it’s the other guy,’ [CPW officer Bill] Andree told commission members. He’s right, 


you know. We’re all the problem. From people who … [walk dogs] on trails … to people who 


violate trail closures—‘oh, the elk will never notice me’—individuals can and do impact 


                                                      
1 Bob Shettel. “Wildlife and the Crystal Trail.” Glenwood Springs (Colo.) Post-Independent: 11/8/17. 
https://www.postindependent.com/opinion/letter-wildlife-and-the-crystal-trail/  
2 Jim Haskins (CPW District Wildlife Manager), in a 2015 letter addressing a mountain bike trail proposal for Buffalo Pass (northeast of 


Steamboat Springs): http://www.steamboattoday.com/news/jim-haskins-bids-farewell-after-rewarding-career/  
3 Craig Wescoatt, CPW District Wildlife Manager (Glenwood Springs), attended Colorado BHA’s general membership meeting during our 9th 


Annual Rendezvous at Sylvan Lake State Park south of Eagle (on 6/4/17). 
4 Editorial Board (Publisher Mark Wurzer, Editor Krista Driscoll and Business Editor Scott Miller). “Do we truly value wildlife? Then it’s time to 


acknowledge that it’s up to everyone to help.” Vail Daily: 2/27/18. https://www.vaildaily.com/opinion/do-we-truly-value-wildlife-then-its-time-


to-acknowledge-that-its-up-to-everyone-to-help-editorial/#.Wpbk8e914sg.facebook  



https://coloradooutdoorsmag.com/2017/10/16/livin-the-wildlife-rocky-mountain-elk/
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wildlife. When a few hundred—or even several dozen—individuals take the same attitude, the 


results can be devastating to local wildlife.5 


 


“Whether or not you see an elk or deer, that animal has probably seen you, and at a fairly great 


distance. An elk can spot a hiker as far away as 550 yards. An animal can spot a person on an all-


terrain vehicle nearly a mile away. An animal easing away from a human isn’t doing the work 


needed to stay alive or raise a viable calf.6  


 


“That contributes to the decline of our herds. Better education—from locking gates to crystal-


clear closure signs to, perhaps, having volunteers at trailheads explaining closures—can all help. 


Ultimately, though, responsibility falls on us.”7 


 


In southwest Colorado, around Durango, illegal trails are vexing land managers and wildlife 


officials, who have struggled with reining in the longstanding, escalating problem. “We’re not 


talking small connector trails,” said Shannon Borders, spokeswoman for the Bureau of Land 


Management. “We’re talking miles of illegally built trails.”8 


 


Tyler Fouss, a BLM law enforcement ranger, said the trails appear to be mostly constructed and 


used by mountain bikers. The BLM and other agencies treat the illegally built trails as a criminal 


case of trespass, but it’s tough to find perpetrators. Since 2015, no one has been caught in 


connection with building illegal routes.9 


 


Trails are also being built and used in closed areas. Every year, the BLM cordons off areas that 


are critical winter habitat for wildlife (from Dec. 1 to April 15), and every year, people disregard 


the closures. “It’s a shame people can’t share the landscape with wildlife,” said Colorado Parks 


and Wildlife (CPW) spokesman Joe Lewandowski.10 


 


“The purpose of this seasonal closure is to reduce the recreational impacts … on wintering big 


game animals during the time of year when deer, elk, pronghorn and moose are most vulnerable 


to stress,” a CPW official explained. “The result of this stress can be decreased body condition, 


increased mortality, and decreased fawn/calf survival. Winter can be extremely difficult in 


wildlife as body weight is down and access to food is very limited. The survival of wildlife relies 


heavily on keeping as many calories as possible until the green shoots pop up, heralding spring’s 


return.”11 


 


                                                      
5 Editorial Board (Publisher Mark Wurzer, Editor Krista Driscoll and Business Editor Scott Miller). “Do we truly value wildlife? Then it’s time to 


acknowledge that it’s up to everyone to help.” Vail Daily: 2/27/18. https://www.vaildaily.com/opinion/do-we-truly-value-wildlife-then-its-time-


to-acknowledge-that-its-up-to-everyone-to-help-editorial/#.Wpbk8e914sg.facebook  
6 Editorial Board (Publisher Mark Wurzer, Editor Krista Driscoll and Business Editor Scott Miller). “Do we truly value wildlife? Then it’s time to 


acknowledge that it’s up to everyone to help.” Vail Daily: 2/27/18. https://www.vaildaily.com/opinion/do-we-truly-value-wildlife-then-its-time-


to-acknowledge-that-its-up-to-everyone-to-help-editorial/#.Wpbk8e914sg.facebook  
7 Editorial Board (Publisher Mark Wurzer, Editor Krista Driscoll and Business Editor Scott Miller). “Do we truly value wildlife? Then it’s time to 


acknowledge that it’s up to everyone to help.” Vail Daily: 2/27/18. https://www.vaildaily.com/opinion/do-we-truly-value-wildlife-then-its-time-
to-acknowledge-that-its-up-to-everyone-to-help-editorial/#.Wpbk8e914sg.facebook  
8 Jonathan Romeo. “Illegal trail building a vexing problem for public land managers: Mountain bike paths build in recent years.” The Durango 


Herald: 3/20/18. https://durangoherald.com/articles/214352-illegal-trail-building-a-vexing-problem-for-public-land-managers  
9 Jonathan Romeo. “Illegal trail building a vexing problem for public land managers: Mountain bike paths build in recent years.” The Durango 


Herald: 3/20/18. https://durangoherald.com/articles/214352-illegal-trail-building-a-vexing-problem-for-public-land-managers  
10 Jonathan Romeo. “Illegal trail building a vexing problem for public land managers: Mountain bike paths build in recent years.” The Durango 


Herald: 3/20/18. https://durangoherald.com/articles/214352-illegal-trail-building-a-vexing-problem-for-public-land-managers  
11 http://cpw.state.co.us/antlershed  
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The problem extends beyond BLM- and CPW-managed lands. The U.S. Forest Service 


discovered an illegal mountain bike trail near Hermosa Creek Campground, in a special 


management area protected by law. Forest Service staff and volunteers went out to eliminate the 


route by spreading shrubs, rocks and trees along the path. Cam Hooley, spokeswoman for the 


Forest Service, said illegal trails have become more of an issue in the last five to 10 years.12 
 


Partly as a result, we are losing critical wildlife habitat in Colorado at an alarming rate. A study 


conducted by Conservation Science Partners found that from 2001 to 2011 the West lost a 


football field worth of natural areas to human development every 2½ minutes.13 Colorado alone 


lost 525 square miles of natural areas (or 254,259 football fields) during that time, and threats to 


our public lands continue to proliferate.14  


 


As a result, sportsmen and women are increasingly concerned that off-road trail systems on 


public lands—especially in places that provide critical wintering habitat for elk and mule deer—


are negatively impacting wildlife populations. The scientific studies and related information 


below provide additional detail supporting and confirming our concerns. 


 


Scientific Studies 


Although there are some groups who claim that their off-road recreation activities on public 


lands don’t impact elk and other wildlife species, scientific (peer-reviewed) studies prove 


otherwise.15 The Starkey Project measured the population response of deer and elk to managed 


forests and rangelands. The project is a synthesis of long-term studies on the impact of off-road 


recreation on elk and mule deer.16 A summary of the data is included here: “Effects of Off-Road 


Recreation on Elk and Mule Deer.” 


 


Elk calving grounds are carefully selected by cows and are generally in locations where cover 


forage and water are in close proximity. Sites must provide security from harassment and be 


within or adjacent to high quality summer range. Hiking and other recreational activities in or 


near elk calving areas can have a significant impact on reproductive success. Gregory Phillips 


and William Alldredge (2000) studied reproductive success of elk following disturbance by 


humans during calving seasons in central Colorado 17 A summary of the data is included here: 


“Reproductive Success of Elk Following Disturbance by Humans During Calving Season.” 


 


Mitigation Issues 


A USDA-Forest Service Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), for the Gunnison Basin 


Federal Lands Travel Management plan, stated: “Basically all activities related to roads and trails 


                                                      
12 Jonathan Romeo. “Illegal trail building a vexing problem for public land managers: Mountain bike paths build in recent years.” The Durango 


Herald: 3/20/18. https://durangoherald.com/articles/214352-illegal-trail-building-a-vexing-problem-for-public-land-managers  
13 https://disappearingwest.org/  
14 John Gilroy. “Bill Would Protect Colorado Wilderness, WW II History, and Recreation Economy.” Pew Charitable Trusts: 1/26/18. 


http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/compass-points/2018/01/26/bill-would-protect-colorado-wilderness-wwii-history-and-
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16 Wisdom, M. J., A. A. Ager, H. K. Preisler, N. J. Cimon, and B. K. Johnson. 2005. Effects of Off-Road Recreation on Mule Deer and Elk. Pages 
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https://disappearingwest.org/

https://backcountryhunters-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/webster_backcountryhunters_org/EcNyHZLJIqJDh2uE5m5gnnsBEKdtRA3F5YhoQKyHjmg23w?e=uPdped

https://backcountryhunters-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/webster_backcountryhunters_org/EcNyHZLJIqJDh2uE5m5gnnsBEKdtRA3F5YhoQKyHjmg23w?e=uPdped

https://backcountryhunters-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/webster_backcountryhunters_org/ESSnU9ZwN0xIl6OxwA0hOBkBZJCh3NXLfP5GmN8VhBQhVg?e=ApcLGm

https://durangoherald.com/articles/214352-illegal-trail-building-a-vexing-problem-for-public-land-managers

https://disappearingwest.org/

http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/compass-points/2018/01/26/bill-would-protect-colorado-wilderness-wwii-history-and-recreation-economy

http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/compass-points/2018/01/26/bill-would-protect-colorado-wilderness-wwii-history-and-recreation-economy

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0378112717319928

https://books.google.com/books?id=wpU2AQAAMAAJ&pg=SA3-PA36&lpg=SA3-PA36&dq=Reproductive+Success+of+Elk+Following+Disturbance+by+Humans+during+Calving+Season&source=bl&ots=90_xIxH2-r&sig=XMAoFhTfIa9hU8LKfQLu_Clifhg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwi1sYGiroLaAhWm5YMKHZBdD7A4ChDoAQgzMAI#v=onepage&q=Reproductive%20Success%20of%20Elk%20Following%20Disturbance%20by%20Humans%20during%20Calving%20Season&f=false





4 


 


will have an effect on wildlife species. The widespread, detrimental impacts of human 


disturbance on wildlife are well documented in the literature. No positive benefits to wildlife 


have been identified from increases in travel management access.”18 A discussion of issues 


related to off-road recreation mitigation measures/effectiveness (or lack thereof) is included here: 


“Off-Road Recreation Trail Development Observations/Mitigation Issues.” 


 


Mountain biking is an increasingly popular form of quiet and healthy recreation that has a place 


on public lands. Many sportsmen and women use mountain bikes for exercise, enjoyment and 


hunting. When well-planned and managed, mountain bike use can occur in a way that minimizes 


conflicts with other public lands users and maintains high-quality fish and wildlife habitat. 


 


Healthy public lands help sustain healthy fish and wildlife populations, and Colorado BHA is 


dedicated to working collaboratively with other public lands user groups to provide avenues for 


sustainable outdoor recreation, while also conserving the large tracts of intact habitat that make 


Colorado’s public lands a national hunting and fishing destination.  


 


Resources 


“Impacts of Off-Road Recreation on Public Lands Habitat: Resources.” 


                                                      
18 USDA Forest Service, Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre and Gunnison National Forest (GMUG). “Final Environmental Impact Statement: Gunnison 


Basin Federal Lands Travel Management.” USDA FS-GMUG: April 2010, p. 3-112. 
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