
Why so many unnecessary forest roads?

None of us want to see our forests 
and wildlife abused. That’s why it’s 
important to protect the land, wa-
ter, and wildlife on National Forests 
like the Coconino and Kaibab. The 
greatest threat to our national for-
ests is the rapidly growing network 
of unauthorized roads that allow 
motorized vehicles access to every 
ridge, canyon, and meadow. These 
roads not only degrade wildlife hab-
itat and expose the bigger animals 
to poaching, but they harm streams, 
degrade watersheds, cause more 
fires, and help the establishment of 
dangerous, foreign weeds.

The Arizona Daily Sun recently 
reported and editorialized on the 
trade-offs faced by the Forest Ser-
vice when managing roads. Readers 
may have been convinced that Job 
One of the Forest Service is provid-
ing road access to every spot on the 
forest and maintaining every dirt 
road, even if the roads are illegal. 
But more roads means less wild-
life, less quiet places for families 
to camp. More roads means more 
polluted air from all-terrain ve-
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hicles, more damaged and polluted 
streams, more dangerous weeds and 
more fire starts.

One Supreme Court justice re-
marked that “when roads supplant 
trails, the precious, unique values of 
God’s wilderness disappear.” When 
it comes to wildlife habitat that we 
all cherish, backcountry roads can 
inflict wounds and scar an other-
wise healthy landscape. If there are 
too many roads or when they’re in 
the wrong place, roads conflict with 
less damaging recreational uses of 
the forest.

Yes, we all use vehicles to visit our 
favorite spots to hike, camp, hunt, 
fish, or just relax, but 80 percent of 
us do our actual exploring on foot. 
What about our rights?

I understand that 5,600 miles of 
roads criss-cross the Coconino. 
You’d have to drive back and forth 
across the US to go that distance. 
Many of these roads require a 4x4 or 
ATV. They are scattered throughout 
the majority of the forest -- 91 per-
cent of the acreage is currently open 
to motorized recreation and travel. 
This leaves only 9 percent of truly 

wild country in the forest for those 
who desire to experience nature on 
its own terms.

This imbalance between motorized 
and quiet areas is a disaster for na-
ture and for non-motorized recre-
ation. The fact is that many of these 
roads destroy or shrink wildlife 
habitat. And they invite ATV and 
dirt bike riding, uses that shatter the 
very peace and quiet that most Ari-
zonans and tourists seek when they 
leave behind the noise, dust, and ex-
haust fumes of towns and cities.

Too many roads inflict wounds on 
the landscape. Here’s the proof. A 
joint study by the Forest Service 
and BLM in 2000 found that roads 
and their use had a negative effect 
on over 70 percent of the 91 wildlife 
species studied. Backcountry roads 
are the leading source of erosion, 
leading to impaired water quality 
and reduced fish populations.

Roads in otherwise natural areas 
can inflict even greater harm when 
ATV traffic drives out wildlife, and 
such roads act as barriers to wild-
life moving between vital foraging 
areas, bedding areas, and breeding 



grounds. One study found that elk 
moved twice as far from ATVs than 
pedestrians and a 2004 Forest Ser-
vice study found that elk walked 
away from hikers but ran from 
ATVs.

Several studies have shown that ATV 
traffic during hunting season drives 
elk from public lands onto quieter 
private lands. A study in 2000 found 
that hunters in roadless areas and 
areas with fewer open roads were 
almost twice as likely to bring home 
game than those hunting in areas 
with open roads. In a recent survey 

by the Arizona Game and Fish De-
partment, 54 percent of respondents 
indicated that off-road vehicle dis-
ruption represented a barrier to their 
participation in hunting.

Can something be done about too 
many poorly planned roads? Cer-
tainly. The Siuslaw National Forest 
in Oregon decommissioned 65 per-
cent of its road system to save main-
tenance costs, reduce ecological 
damage, and restore watersheds.
The Forest Service should main-
tain the roads that benefit wildlife 
and responsible recreation. But the 

Service has an equal responsibility 
to close and re-vegetate unneces-
sary and unauthorized, user-created 
roads.
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