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Open house on forest roads only a start
By HILLARY DAVIS
Sun Staff Reporter 
The Coconino National Forest manages nearly 6,000 miles of roads over the forest's 1.8 million-acre expanse.

But a sharp increase in off-highway vehicle use nationwide now requires the agency to collaborate with the public on how to create
an updated, sustainable motorized route system -- even if it means closing off many roads and trails visitors currently have access to.

At an information session Saturday at Coconino High School, several local residents came out to let national forest service officials
know how closing roads might positively or negatively impact users, and the land.

Currently, the national forest allows largely-unrestricted access. Visitors may travel cross-country, so long as they do not damage the
landscape. But recently, the U.S. Forest Service has identified unmanaged recreation -- namely, an explosion in off-highway vehicle
use -- as a significant detriment to the environment, and new regulations are necessary to manage modern off-highway travel.

The newly proposed Travel Management Rule would considerably tighten up restrictions on inter-forest travel. The rule would require
land managers nationwide to designate specific roads, trails and areas for motor vehicle use, according to vehicle class and in some
cases, season. Only designated routes would be identified on maps, and any other routes or areas, including unofficial user-created
routes, would be prohibited. Plans are to have an official motor vehicle use map published by summer 2009.

Information session attendees were a mix of ATV and dirtbike riders, hunters, hikers, mountain bikers and concerned landowners.

One woman said there are too many roads in the forest, and praised the effect closing the roads around Sandy Seep has had on her
hiking experience in the area, but said areas set aside for off-highway vehicle use, such as the Cinder Hills area north of Flagstaff,
are a valuable addition. One couple said they were in favor of closing one particular road, which passes near their home and attracts
target shooters who are not as far out in the middle of nowhere as they may think they are. Many people who identified themselves
as off-highway vehicle enthusiasts said that restrictions to protect the environment would be appropriate.

Potential exceptions to the rule could include big game retrieval, motorized dispersed camping, and permit-authorized activities such
as wood cutting.

Jim Johnson, a Flagstaff hunter, supports such exceptions so that he can access his felled game, and said that the current rule
language, without those exceptions, would be overkill.

Chris Kassar, a wildlife biologist from the Center for Biological Diversity in Tucson, came up to Flagstaff to support sustainable,
"non-abusive" use of public lands. She said public lands are more of a responsibility than a right.

"It's our public land, and it's our duty to be educated on how to use itwithout causing damage toresources," she said.

Paul Torrence came out to make a strong statement in support of closing excessive roads. Torrence said every year a new
user-created road pops up near his home by Little Elden Mountain, and that extensive use of motorized vehicles in the forest is not
compatible with nature.

"They (roads) destroy tremendous amounts of habitat. They impact all the animals of the forest and plants of the forest," said
Torrence, who submitted a typed, 38-page paper with his remarks and views to forest service officials at the open house. "They also
demean the experience for everybody else."

Torrence said he and his wife use the forest, as hikers, backpackers and mountain bikers, but, "we don't destroy it when we use it."

"If people just stop and listen and look, there's a whole universe to be found and so much to be taken from the forest without
destroying it," he said.



A second round of meetings in early November will allow for more refined, hands-on public input. The next local meeting is
scheduled for Saturday, Nov. 4, from 1 to 5 p.m. at Coconino High School. Further meetings have been tentatively scheduled for
early 2007, pending the outcome of the November sessions. Call (928) 527-3600 or check www.fs.fed.us/r3/coconino to confirm
meeting times, dates and locations.

Hillary Davis can be reached at 556-2261 or hdavis@azdailysun.com.
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