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			                                                    533 Suffolk Drive
                                                                                                         Sierra Vista, AZ 85635	                                            

Santa Catalina Ranger District
Coronado National Forest
Attn:  Travel Management Project Leader
5700 N. Sabino Canyon Road
Tucson, AZ 85750

Re:  Draft Environmental Assessment for Proposed Changes To Motorized Transportation System, Santa Catalina Ranger District

Dear Sir or Madam:

This letter responds to your letter of July 11, 2014 that announced the availability of a public comment period concerning the Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) for Proposed Changes To Motorized Transportation System, Santa Catalina Ranger District.   I have participated in this travel management effort during the scoping process and during review of the District’s Proposed Action in 2012.  As background, I am a resident of southern Arizona and have enjoyed visiting the Coronado National Forest and Santa Catalina Ranger District over the last 26+ years.  My interests include hiking, backpacking, camping, mountain biking, and off-highway vehicle (OHV) backcountry touring.  

Based on my review of the Draft EA, I would like to offer some suggestions from a recreation and public access perspective.  The Santa Catalina Ranger District offers outstanding opportunities for a diverse range of outdoor recreational activities.  Access to the national forest and recreational destinations is important to forest visitors.  Policies and decisions made by the District in the Travel Management Plan directly affect the public’s ability to access and enjoy the forest.  While I support and appreciate the District’s proposal to add certain roads to the National Forest System Roads (NFSRs), I believe additional roads are needed to improve the forest road system and to enhance recreational opportunities and public access to the national forest.  I wish to offer suggestions in the hope that the District will consider improvements to the Draft EA that will enhance public enjoyment and recreation while still supporting resource values. 

Here are my suggestions:

1.  Route 4493 extension.  The District had proposed to designate and add this segment (0.75 mile) as a National Forest System Road (NFSR).  The CAT alternative did not agree.  I believe the District should adopt its original proposal and add this segment as a NFSR.  It provides connectivity between two other NFSRs and improves the efficiency of the forest road system by allowing forest visitors to travel more directly to their destination instead of driving numerous miles out of their way.  It improves the public’s ability to access and enjoy the forest.

2.  Route 4461.  The proposal would change the designation of this NFSR road (0.60 mile) from “open to all vehicles” to “restricted to administrative and permitted use only”.  Comment:  This road crosses a portion of the Arizona Trail and is located entirely on national forest lands as indicated on the map.  It is in the public interest to keep this road open for the access it provides to the national forest and Arizona Trail.  Why is the District proposing to restrict public use of this road?  The American Flag Ranch has motorized access from the Mt. Lemmon Road.  Route 4461 should remain open to the public and not restricted as an exclusive access road for the American Flag Ranch.  This proposal is also inconsistent with the current Draft Forest Plan that states on page 71, under Public Access, the following:

“ Exclusive motorized and non-motorized access routes across National Forest System lands to the National Forest System roads and trails from adjacent private developments, and subdivisions, and other non-federal ownerships (State, county, and others) should not be authorized. “

3.  Route 7705.  The proposal would change the designation of this NFSR road (1.11 miles) from “open to all vehicles” to “restricted to administrative or permitted use only”.  Comment:  Route 7705 has important recreational value and should be retained as “open to all vehicles”.  It provides access for a wide variety of forest users to a large portion of the forest that otherwise would have no motorized access.  It is also an important route that could be used as an alternate access route (if connected to route 4487) in the event the Charleau Gap road (route 736) is blocked by private landowners.  In summary, the public interest would be best served by keeping this road open.

4.  Route 736-16.24L-1.  The proposal would decommission this road (0.52 mile).
Comment:  This route has important recreational value for OHV enthusiasts.  It offers a good venue for 4WD challenge and by linking routes 640 and 736 it provides connectivity for long distance loop rides.  Recommend this route be added as a NFSR road and designated as “open to all vehicles”. 

5.  Route 36A.  The proposal would change the designation of this NFSR road (0.41 mile) from “open to all vehicles” to “restricted to administrative or permitted use only”.  Comment:  This route has recreational value and should not be restricted for only the permittee’s use.  It provides important motorized access for Arizona Trail users who wish to hike the trail from West Spring to Molino Basin, or to conduct shuttle hikes on the Arizona Trail between West Spring and The Lake (southeast of Bellota Ranch).  In addition, it has long been a designated OHV route in the Redington Pass Backcountry Touring Area and should continue to provide opportunities for motorized recreation and public access to the Arizona Trail.  The public interest is best served by keeping this road open as it has recreational values beyond the proposed use for administrative access. 

6.  Route 4430. The proposal would change the designation of this NFSR road (1.16 miles) from “open to all vehicles” to “restricted to administrative or permitted use only”.  Comment:  This route has recreational value and should not be restricted for only the permittee’s use.  It provides access to a large portion of the forest that otherwise would have no motorized access.  This access provides opportunities for hiking, hunting, dispersed camping, etc.   In addition, it has long been a designated OHV route in the Redington Pass Backcountry Touring Area and should continue to provide opportunities for motorized recreation.  So, recommend it be retained as “open to all vehicles”.

7.   Route 4405-10.34R-1.  The proposal would decommission this road (1.15 miles).
Comment:   This route has high recreational value.  It provides access to a very popular destination in Tanque Verde Canyon that has three ponds, large trees, and sites for picnicking.  I believe the District can mitigate the concerns about sensitive aquatic habitat by keeping the road open only along the ridgeline (where route 4405-10.34R-1 is north of route 4426) or by rerouting the southern portion in the creek bed.  Recommend the District add an appropriate portion of this route as a NFSR road and designate it “open to all vehicles”.  Further recommend the District define a parking area where folks can park and walk to the ponds.

8.  Route Hidden Spring. The proposed change would add this route as a NFSR road (0.93 mile) and designate it as “restricted to administrative and permitted use only”.  Comment:  This route pre-dates the wilderness designation and has a long history of providing access to Hidden Spring, Chimney Canyon, and a large portion of the forest.  It has important recreational value and should not be restricted for permittee use only.  It provides unique access to the southern portion of the Rincon Wilderness for a wide variety of forest users, including hikers, hunters, equestrians, campers, etc.  I urge the District to add this route as a NFSR road and designate it “open to all vehicles”.  The public interest is best served by keeping this road open to public use.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide these comments.   I look forward to working with the District as the travel management process continues to the next phase.  Please add my contact information to your mailing list and keep me posted on future opportunities to participate in this process.

 Sincerely,

//signed//

Steve Saway
1

