
Winter Wildlands Alliance Proposal 1 

Shoshone National Forest Travel Management 

Request for Public Input 

 

Ranger District: All districts 

 

New Proposals 

 

1. What is the proposal? (loop; route; closures; restrictions) , etc.)  
Clearly and concisely state the Proposal. Include as much detail as possible.  

This proposal is to require 18 inches of uncompacted snow before allowing snowmobile travel 

on the forest.  Minimum snow depths can be determined and enforced in a number of ways.  We 

suggest that the Shoshone follow the example of other national forests with minimum snow 

depth requirements.  On these forests official snow depth measurements are taken by USFS 

personnel until the snowpack is at sufficient depth.  Measurements are available at District 

offices and it is the user’s responsibility to check and see whether the snow is deep enough to 

allow OSV use.  In areas where the snowpack varies throughout the winter season additional 

measurements should occur as conditions warrant.    

  

2. Where is the proposal located? 
Give general description of project location (example: 5 miles SW of Cody, WY) as well as UTM coordinates, Township/Range/Sec, or Lat/Long 

if you have that information. 

Forest-wide 

 

3.  Why is your proposal desired or needed?  
Snow depth restrictions help to protect vegetation, subnivean habitat, and soils by ensuring that there 

is sufficient snow to support the weight of over-snow vehicles and buffer the impact of their use on 

these resources.  Please see Snowmobile Best Management Practices for Forest Service Travel 

Planning for more information and studies to support this depth restriction. 

 

http://winterwildlands.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/BMP-Final.pdf  

  

http://winterwildlands.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/BMP-Final.pdf


Winter Wildlands Alliance Proposal 2 

 

Shoshone National Forest Travel Management 

Request for Public Input 

 

Ranger District: All districts 

 

New Proposals 

 

1. What is the proposal? (loop; route; closures; restrictions) , etc.)  
Clearly and concisely state the Proposal. Include as much detail as possible.  

This proposal is to set a snowmobile use season (snow season) that starts Dec. 1 and ends April 

30.  Areas known to contain grizzly bear denning habitat should close earlier – April 1 – to help 

reduce conflicts between snowmobile activity and grizzly bears.  These seasonal “book ends” 

would be in addition to the snow depth restriction described in Winter Wildlands Alliance’s 

Proposal 1.    

  

2. Where is the proposal located? 
Give general description of project location (example: 5 miles SW of Cody, WY) as well as UTM coordinates, Township/Range/Sec, or Lat/Long 

if you have that information. 

Forest-wide 

 

3.  Why is your proposal desired or needed?  
Seasonal use restrictions help to protect wintering wildlife and ensure that snowmobile use is 

limited to those times of the year when there is enough snow to mitigate their impacts.  Both 

early and late in the season snowmobiles often travel over bare ground or areas with little snow 

to access trails and play areas, leading to the same erosion and soil compaction issues that are 

commonly associated with wheeled motor vehicles. 

 

In addition, late-season snowmobile use has been documented to disturb emerging bears on other 

National Forests (such as the Flathead) and is a concern on the Shoshone.  The Fish and Wildlife 

Service has stated that snowmobile impacts to grizzly bears would be greatest for females with 

young shortly before and after den emergence (Biological Opinion on the Effects of the “Winter 

Motorized Recreation Forest Plan Amendment for the Flathead National Forest” (“A24”) on 

Grizzly Bears.  December 2008).  This is because cubs have limited travel capabilities and any 

disturbance that would cause the mother to leave the den early or move from the den area would 

result in decreased fitness and relocation into less suitable habitat.  

 

For more information please refer to the Snowmobile Best Management Practices for Forest Service 

Travel Planning: 

http://winterwildlands.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/BMP-Final.pdf  

 

 

  

http://winterwildlands.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/BMP-Final.pdf


Winter Wildlands Alliance Proposal 3 

Shoshone National Forest Travel Management 

Request for Public Input 

 

Ranger District: Clarks Fork 

 

New Proposals 

 

1. What is the proposal? (loop; route; closures; restrictions , etc.)  
Clearly and concisely state the Proposal. Include as much detail as possible.  

We propose that the High Lakes Wilderness Study Area be closed to snowmobile use. 

  

2. Where is the proposal located? 
Give general description of project location (example: 5 miles SW of Cody, WY) as well as UTM coordinates, Township/Range/Sec, or Lat/Long 
if you have that information. 

High Lakes Wilderness Study Area on the Beartooth Plateau  

 

3.  Why is your proposal desired or needed?  
Under the 1984 Wyoming Wilderness Act snowmobiling is allowed within the High Lakes 

Wilderness Study Area (WSA) “in the same manner and degree as was occurring prior to” 1984.  

The Forest Service is legally obligated to manage snowmobile use within the WSA at 1984 

levels, and in a manner that is consistent with what use was in 1984.  This obligation was upheld 

and the requirements of the Wyoming Wilderness Act further defined in a 2006 U.S. District 

Court ruling concerning helicopter-assisted skiing in the Palisades WSA.  In this ruling the judge 

clarified that the 1984 Wyoming Wilderness Act requires that the Forest Service preserve 

wilderness character, as defined in the 1964 Wilderness Act, and not authorize any use that 

would diminish wilderness character as it existed in 1984.1    

 

Snowmobile technology has changed considerably since 1984, to the point where modern 

snowmobiles bear only a passing resemblance to the machines of the early 1980s.  Until the 

1990s snowmobiles were generally restricted to packed trails and roads as the earlier machines 

would easily become bogged down in deep snow.  In the mid-1990s, the development of the 

“powder sled” vastly changed the pattern of snowmobile use.  Developments in OSV technology 

continue to lead to lighter, more powerful, and more agile machines.  Modern snowmobiles are 

able to travel easily through deep snow and up steep slopes.  In addition, in recent years we have 

seen the development of “snow bikes” – dirt bikes modified with snowmobile tracks – which can 

navigate through tight trees and other areas that snowmobiles cannot reach.  Both high-powered 

mountain sleds and snow bikes are widely used by people recreating in the High Lakes WSA.   

 

Given that 1984-era snowmobiles could only travel off-trail in the most ideal of conditions (on 

consolidated spring snow if at all), it is extremely unlikely that snowmobiles ventured far from 

the groomed Beartooth Highway when the High Lakes WSA was established.  Therefore, it 

seems likely that in 1984 there was limited, if any, snowmobile use within the WSA.  In contrast, 

current OSV use within the WSA is common and wide-raging.  We do not feel that it is possible 

for the Forest Service to realistically manage snowmobile use within the WSA so that such use is 

                                                 
1 Greater Yellowstone Coal. v. Timchack, No. CV-06-04-E-BLW, slip op. at 6 (D. Idaho Nov. 21, 2006). 



consistent with what was occurring in 1984 and that the only option that will conform with the 

Forest Plan is to close the WSA to all snowmobile use.   

 

The Bitterroot National Forest recently addressed this issue when writing a winter travel plan.  

Wilderness Study Areas in Montana were established in the Montana Wilderness Study Act of 

1977 and, as in Wyoming, snowmobile use is allowed to continue in these areas so long as it is 

maintained at 1977 levels.   The Bitterroot recently completed a travel plan in which the Forest 

Service had to find a way to quantify historical snowmobile activity and then make a 

management decision.  The Bitterroot concluded that “the limited available data on use levels in 

the WSAs indicates a substantial increase over 1977 levels”.  The Forest Supervisor determined 

that establishing a limited quota system was not feasible and that the only way to ensure the 

wilderness character of the WSAs on the Bitterroot was maintained as it existed in 1977 was to 

close the WSAs to all motorized use.2  

 

 

 

                                                 
2 Bitterroot Travel Plan draft Record of Decision, page 18.  Available at 
http://a123.g.akamai.net/7/123/11558/abc123/forestservic.download.akamai.com/11558/www/nepa/39018_FSP
LT3_2444335.pdf  

http://a123.g.akamai.net/7/123/11558/abc123/forestservic.download.akamai.com/11558/www/nepa/39018_FSPLT3_2444335.pdf
http://a123.g.akamai.net/7/123/11558/abc123/forestservic.download.akamai.com/11558/www/nepa/39018_FSPLT3_2444335.pdf

