Director, Recreation Staff
1400 Independence Avenue SW
Washington, DC 20250–1124

Via electronic web submission:
https://cara.ecosystem-management.org/Public/ReadingRoom?project=ORMS-2619

October 26, 2020

Dear Forest Service, 

The following are the comments of the undersigned, all of whom are engaged in national forest management, on the Forest Service’s effort to clarify guidance for electric bicycles (“e-bikes”) in FSM 7700 and 7710, as noticed in the Federal Register of September 24, 2020, 85 Fed Reg 60129.

TIGHTEN THE DEFINITION OF MOTOR VEHICLE TO ENSURE IT COVERS E-BIKES. 

It is good that, unlike the Department of Interior, the Forest Service would recognize e-bikes as a separate class of motor vehicle (proposed definitions at FSM 7705). However, an addition is needed to the definition of “motor vehicle” in FSM 7705. Currently, the definition reads, in part:  “[a}ny vehicle which is self-propelled”. Class 1 and 3 e-bikes are partially human powered, in that they “provide[] assistance only when the rider is pedaling”. See definition of “Electric Bicycle (E-Bike)”, proposed addition to FSM 7705. In this regard, these e-bikes could be considered to not be fully self-propelled because the operator must also help propel them. Therefore, amend the definition to state that a motor vehicle is one that is “self-propelled or provides a power assist to human propelling”. 

It is extremely important to emphasize that all classes and types of e-bikes are motor vehicles. Any agency guidance must clearly state this.


RECOGNIZE THE UNIQUE AND POSSIBLY SIGNIFICANT POTENTIAL IMPACTS OF E-BIKES.

E-bikes can greatly increase impacts to wildlife. Bikes with an electric assist can move almost as fast as motorcycles in some terrain, but e-bikes are much more quiet than other motor vehicles. The approach of e-bikes can thus startle wildlife, causing them to feel much stress and flee. 

Recent studies have found that regular bikes have a considerable effect in displacing elk, and likely other animals. See:  Naidoo and Burton, 2020; Wisdom et al, 2018; and Preisler et al, 2013. The latter study found that elk avoided bikes by up to 500 meters, but avoidance was only 200 meters from hikers and horse riders. This essentially fragments habitat. And if non-motor bikes have the reported effects on wildlife, it is likely that e-bikes would have an even greater effect due to their greater speed while making little noise and the ability for riders to travel further each day than on a regular bike.

In light of the above, e-bikes must be closely regulated on national forests and grasslands. This means that e-bikes should only be allowed on routes open to motor vehicles, though they need not be allowed, and probably should not be allowed, on all such routes.[footnoteRef:1] They must not be allowed off designated routes or on routes open only to non-motorized travel. [1:  There are possible safety issues with bicycles versus other motor vehicles on some routes.] 


We do not see this reflected in the proposed direction. Especially concerning is the following:

where suitable for use, e-bikes may provide new opportunities for individuals who might otherwise be prevented from experiencing an NFS trail without assistance from an electrical motor.

Proposed change to Objectives at FSM 7702 (8), and to Policy at 7715.03 (9). The Fed Reg notice goes even further, stating that the above proposed addition to the FSM is intended to “to establish promotion of e-bike use on NFS lands as a policy”. 85 Fed Reg 60129.

This clearly indicates that the Forest Service may not just allow, but promote, the use of e-bikes. Given the possible impacts from the use of e-bikes (discussed throughout these comments), this is very inappropriate. The agency must not promote e-bike use over other uses. This could create or exacerbate conflicts with others uses, and thus violate the requirement in the agency’s Travel Management Rule at 36 CFR 212.55(b)(3) and (4) to minimize use conflicts. The above-quoted FSM passage must be deleted from the proposed guidance. 

A proposed addition to FSM 7711.3 (6)g would add trails open only to e-bikes as a category to be depicted on motor vehicle use maps (MVUMs). Given the demand for trail recreation on national forest lands, no trails or other routes should be open only to e-bikes. These machines are expensive, and thus available only to people with considerable wealth. Trails should not be reserved for elite users, and no trails should be open only to e-bikes.

Another proposed change indicates the Forest Service considers that non-motorized bike and e-bike use may be “comparable”:

Consider designating a class or classes of e-bike use, as appropriate, on NFS trails managed for bicycle use or where bicycle use is allowed, where effects from e-bike use would be comparable to effects from bicycle use.

Proposed addition to FSM 7715.5 (4).

E-bike use is comparable to non-motorized bike use only in the type of effects, but not the magnitude. The impacts of e-bikes will be much greater, as is discussed above (for wildlife impacts) and below.

The additional power of an e-bike is likely to entice operators to attempt even steeper ascents, both on and off designated routes, i. e., routes that would be difficult or impossible with a regular bike. This would increase the damage to vegetation and soils, as more torque would be applied to bike wheels, which would cause more erosion and further wear of the trail tread, or it would increase the damage from off-route riding.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  It is our understanding that illegal creation of routes by bicyclists is a significant and growing problem on many national forest units. E-bikes are likely to exacerbate this problem, since the e-assist could be used to more easily travel in tough terrain..] 


E-bikes, moving considerably faster than normal bikes, may create a serious safety hazard for trail users who are not riding e-bikes, especially hikers and horse riders. The speed and quiet of e-bikes could result in injuries, or at a minimum, reduce the quality of the non-motorized users’ experiences due to sudden, unexpected encounters with motorized bicycles. Also, e-bikes will travel much further in a day than non-motorized users, creating more encounters with other recreationists and thus a higher potential for conflicts. All of this would make agency compliance with 36 CFR 212.55 (and existing FSM 7715.5 (2)) more difficult wherever e-bikes would be allowed, as impacts might not be minimized as required.

Therefore, routes open to nonmotorized users, even those open to regular bikes, must not be open to e-bikes. If allowed at all, e-bikes should be permitted only on some (but not necessarily all) trails and roads open to some form of motorized travel. 


CONDUCT SITE-SPECIFIC ANALYSIS BEFORE OPENING ANY TRAILS TO E-BIKES

Given the potential impacts of e-bikes, direction should state that site-specific NEPA analysis is necessary for any routes, both existing and proposed new ones, to be opened to e-bike use. This could be added to FSM 7703.26 and 7712. These sections now require a detailed analysis, as appropriate, before roads are added to the transportation system. The same should be required before e-bikes are added to the uses allowed on any routes.


CONCLUSION

Due to their potential impacts and conflicts with non-motorized users, e-bikes must be allowed, if at all, only on routes open to motorized use, and only after a NEPA process that discloses their possible impacts and fully involves the public.

Please inform us of the next steps in the process for establishing or clarifying guidance on e-bike use, especially any opportunities for further public input.

Sincerely,


Rocky Smith, Forest Management Analyst
1030 N. Pearl #9
Denver, CO 80203
2rockwsmith@gmail.com

Denise Boggs, Director
Conservation Congress
2234 Sierra Vista Circle
Billings, MT 59105
406-707-7007
denise@conservationcongress-ca.org

Arlene Montgomery
Friends of the Wild Swan
PO Box 103
Bigfork, MT 59911
arlene@wildswan.org

Christine Canaly, Director
San Luis Valley Ecosystem Council
P.O. Box 223
Alamosa, CO 81101
(719) 589-1518
info@slvec.org

Katie Fite, Public Lands Director
WildLands Defense
PO Box 125
Boise, ID 83701
208-871-5738
katie@wildlandsdefense.org 

Keith Hammer, Chair
Swan View Coalition
3165 Foothill Road
Kalispell, MT  59901
406-755-1379 (ph/fax)
406-253-6536 (cell phone)
keith@swanview.org

Robyn Cascade, Leader
Great Old Broads For Wilderness
Northern San Juan chapter/Ouray County, Colorado
c/o PO Box 2924
Durango, CO 81302
northernsanjuanbroadband@gmail.com


Jimbo Buickerood, Lands and Forest Protection Program Manager
San Juan Citizens Alliance
1309 East Third Avenue #5
PO Box 2461
Durango, CO 81302
970.259.3583 Ext. 2
jimbo@sanjuancitizens.org

James E. Lockhart, President
Wild Connections
2168 Pheasant Pl.,
Colorado Springs, CO 80909
jlock@datawest.net

Karen (Lexi) Tuddenham
 Executive Director
Sheep Mountain Alliance
PO Box 389
Telluride, CO 81435
(970) 728-3729
lexi@sheepmountainalliance.org
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