I am writing in response to the Forest Services public scoping notice of June 28, 2024, regarding the Southern Appalachian Watershed Resiliency Project.  As a President of the newly formed Back Country Horsemen of the Southern Highlands (BCHSH), both our and our National Organizations (BCHA) mission statement is to “perpetuate the commonsense use and enjoyment of horses in the back country and Wilderness” while we as volunteers “educate, encourage and solicit active participation” in the use of them, for generations to come.
We support the goal for the improvement of watershed resiliency, water quality, and aquatic habitat. It is unclear at this time what effect the proposal might have in terms of preserving historic and ongoing horseback use throughout the forest. We ask that the project Environmental Assessment (EA) address this issue and that of public recreational access. Our access and enjoyment of the forest is predicated upon the condition of forest roads that provide access to trailheads, trailhead amenities including water for our horses, and the presence of sustainable trails.
I am concerned that with the FS prioritizing other projects ahead of the needs for horse trails in this area, that without comprehensive direction from the Regional Forester’s office, forthcoming watershed restoration activities could be conducted in piecemeal fashion, and could result in loss of public recreational access. As such, we request that the proposed action in the forthcoming EA include guidance on how local Forest Service units might work proactively with the recreation and trails community to further a shared dialogue and actions intended to preserve and sustain public recreational access.
Most trails in the Southern Appalachians include multiple crossings of drainages. These crossings (fords) also provide opportunities to water out horses. BCHSH, its members and volunteers understand and practice the importance of minimizing disturbance within waterways, and minimizing sediment or nutrient loading. We recognize that some trails were not sustainably designed, if they were designed at all, and portions of these current trails are or could have the potential to increase sediment loads in local waterways. Rerouting or hardening of current trails should be considered before closure of the associated trail system. BCHSH supports the maintenance of safe and sustainable trails in our area, and will strive to reach out and offer our assistance to the local districts FS ranger and recreational specialist. 
After reading the scope of the challenges, it does imply that recreation and especially equestrian use on the forest has been identified as key to stream-side disturbances. We question the use of studies done in 1974 and 1990 are the “best science” data points that could be used. Mountain bikes didn’t appear on the scene until 1983. We would recommend the USFS seek more current data to analyse the impact of mountain biking on stream sides. For example, in one weekend, a local mountain bike race had 250 crossings, at high speed, on Tom’s Creek in the Marion NC area. Has there been any data or concern about chain grease to water quality?
There are many ways equestrians can help to do their part in reducing stream-side disturbances, but horses do need access to water during trail visits. Developing a “best practices” action plan to go along with management actions is needed to ensure all recreation users’ quality of experience is not impacted.  
BCHSH members stand at the ready to assist the agency in watershed restoration activities. We too want trails that are sustainable, enjoyable, and that minimize adverse impacts to watershed health. This task can be accomplished, in part, by incorporating and prioritizing public recreational access into each of these initiatives. We are ready to do our part, which would begin by entering into dialogue with the local forest staff to communicate our desires, needs, concerns, and most importantly how our volunteers might reinforce our commitment to improving trails, information sharing with FS, digitizing routes in the field, documenting problematic drainage crossings, and/or conducting rudimentary trail sustainability assessments and water quality monitoring.
Our organizations point of contact for the Southern Appalachian Watershed Resiliency Project is Ricky Anders, and can be reached via phone, text or email at: 828-553-1305, rickynsf59@gmail.com ncbchsh@gmail.com
Thank you for considering these comments.
Sincerely, 
Ricky Anders BCHSH President
