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I. Introduction 
The Gila National Forest (GNF) offers some of the finest and most diverse, as well as 
most threatened, natural and cultural resources in the United States. The GNF is a rich, 
biologically diverse forest that is refuge for imperiled and biologically important species 
such as the northern goshawk, Southwestern willow flycatcher, Gila chub, loach minnow, 
spikedace, Rio Grande cutthroat trout, yellow billed cuckoo, pronghorn, mule deer, 
Mexican gray wolf, mountain lion and black bear. The GNF’s geographic area contains 
unique characteristics and ecologically critical areas, including the Aldo Leopold 
Wilderness, the Gila Wilderness, and the Blue Range Wilderness. The GNF also contains 
ecologically critical and scientifically significant riparian areas including the San 
Francisco River, the Gila River (named by American Rivers as one of America’s Most 
Endangered Rivers in 2008), as well as Wild and Scenic River segments including the 
West Fork and Middle Fork of the Gila, Spruce Creek, and the Mimbres River.  Riparian 
areas in the GNF contain significant habitat for elk, beaver, Chiricahua leopard frog and 
original relict populations of Gila trout. The GNF contains vast archeological resources 
including the Mimbres Valley which contains evidence of the Mogollon and Mimbres 
cultures, Las Animas Creek, and White Creek Cabin. The forest can provide us with a 
place to connect with nature and enjoy a welcome relief from the sights and sounds of 
motorized vehicles, but the pervasive presence of off-road vehicles greatly diminishes the 
experiential quality many visitors seek. The proper implementation of the Travel 
Management Rule offers the Forest Service and public a rare opportunity to reduce the 
impact of hundreds of miles of destructive, unnecessary roads, restore wildlife habitat, 
and secure a quality experience for an expanding population. 

II. Organizational Interests 
 
The Center for Biological Diversity is a non-profit, public interest conservation 
organization with over 200,000 members and online activists, dedicated to the 
conservation of imperiled species and their threatened habitats through science, 
policy, and environmental law.   
 
The Upper Gila Watershed Alliance is a non-profit watershed protection and 
conservation organization, with about 200 members, working to promote the long-term 
health of the Upper Gila Watershed and its communities of life. Through research, 
education, and restoration projects, we strive to build communities of stewards. 
 
The Gila Conservation Coalition was organized in 1984 to protect the free flow of the 
Gila and San Francisco Rivers and the wilderness characteristics of the Gila and Aldo 
Leopold Wilderness areas. The Gila Conservation Coalition (GCC) is a partnership of 
local environmental and conservation groups and concerned individuals that promote 
conservation of the Upper Gila River Basin and surrounding lands. 
 
The Gila Resources Information Project is (GRIP) is a nonprofit environmental advocacy 
group that draws on local support and private foundations to promote community health 
and protect our quality of life.  Recognizing that human and environmental systems are 



inseparable and interdependent, Gila Resources Information Project pursues two goals: 1. 
To protect and nurture human communities by safeguarding the natural resources that 
sustain us all; 2. To safeguard natural resources by facilitating informed public 
participation in resource use decisions. 
 
The Sierra Club is America's oldest, largest and most influential grassroots 
environmental organization. Inspired by nature, the Sierra Club’s nearly 800,000 
members—including 8,000 in New Mexico—work together to protect our 
communities and the planet. 
 
The Wilderness Society is a national, not-for-profit conservation organization with over 
350,000 members. Founded in 1935 by Robert Marshall, Aldo Leopold, and Benton 
MacKaye, we provide scientific, economic, legal, and policy guidance to land managers, 
communities, local conservation groups, and state and federal decision-makers. In doing 
so, we hope to ensure the best management of our public lands. Our members in New 
Mexico and throughout the United States are deeply interested in travel planning as it 
pertains to recreation, wildlife conservation, water quality, and the ability to enjoy public 
lands for inspiration and spiritual renewal. 
 
Sky Island Alliance is a grassroots organization dedicated to the protection and 
restoration of the rich natural heritage of native species and habitats in the Sky Island 
region of the southwestern United States and northwestern Mexico. 
 
WildEarth Guardians protects and restores wildlife, wild rivers and wild places in the 
American West. Using a potent combination of litigation, scientific analysis and 
grassroots organizing, WildEarth Guardians fiercely defends the West’s wild heritage. 
WildEarth Guardians has approximately 4,500 members across the nation, many of 
which use the Gila National Forest for their recreational, scientific and spiritual pursuits. 

Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility is a national non-profit alliance of 
local, state and federal scientists, law enforcement officers, land managers and other 
professionals dedicated to upholding environmental laws and values. 

Garrett Veneklasen and Carol Johnson are residents of New Mexico who recreate in and 
care deeply about the Gila National Forest.  

Collectively, we promote the protection of wild species, their habitats, and ecological 
communities, as well as the processes that sustain them, on the Gila National Forest. We 
also represent the shared views of and submit these comments on behalf of hundreds of 
thousands of our members concerned with management of our country’s National 
Forests. We are dedicated to preserving threatened and endangered species, and wild 
areas, and protecting forests, grasslands, deserts, rivers, and wetlands. Our goal is to 
assure protection for important places and the creatures that depend on these places for 
survival. To accomplish this goal for the benefit of future generations, we have (1) 
mobilized a wide range of individuals and groups on behalf of our shared stake in the 
Forest, to ensure conservation-based management; and (2) continued to provide and 



foster leadership in the oversight, development, outcome, and implementation of Travel 
Management Planning Process. We also work to preserve public lands so that future 
generations will enjoy the clean air and water, wildlife, beauty, and opportunities for 
recreation and renewal that abound. 

III. Using Best Management Practices (BMPs) for Designating and 
Managing ORV Routes 
 
The GNF should utilize the “Best Management Practices for Off-Road Vehicle Use on 
Forestlands: A Guide for Designating and Managing Off-Road Vehicle Routes,” during 
the travel planning process to assist with formulating your alternatives. These BMPs 
represent a comprehensive approach to travel planning and could help the GNF identify 
and develop an appropriate range of alternatives.  In fact, Jim Furnish, former Deputy 
Chief in the Clinton administration, endorsed these scientifically grounded BMPs. Where 
the GNF suggests alternatives that do not comply with these BMPs, we would like an 
explanation as to why they were not followed. We have attached these BMPs as 
Appendix A and hope that you find them useful.  While we encourage the Forest Service 
to utilize the entire document, we have cited specific BMPs for areas of particular 
concern based on our review of the PA: 
 
1.1.1 Planning and Decision-Making BMPs for Forest Soils 
 Locate routes only in areas with stable soils; avoid highly erodible soils.1 
 Avoid locating routes in areas with biological crusts. 
 Do not locate routes to climb directly up hillslopes. Route grades should be kept to a 

minimum and not exceed a 15% grade. 
 Do not locate routes above treeline2 or in other high elevation areas that are 

ecologically significant and/or especially prone to erosion. 
 Locate routes a minimum distance (as listed below) from waterbodies and wetlands:3 

o Fish-bearing streams and lakes – 300 ft. 
o Permanently flowing non-fish-bearing streams – 150 ft. 
o Ponds, reservoirs, and wetlands greater than one acre – 150 ft. 

 Do not designate new routes requiring stream crossings and prioritize closure, re-
routing or creating bridge crossings for existing routes that have stream crossings. 

 Do not locate routes in areas with soils contaminated by mine tailings, or mine 
tailings reclamation sites, at least until they are recovered, fully stable and able to 
sustain safe ORV usage. If route construction is necessary, reclamation activities 
should be completed prior to route construction. 

 Close and restore routes that cause high levels of erosion (e.g., raise sedimentation 
above Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDL) and reduce native fish population 
potential). 

                                                 
1 See Soil Conservation Services NRCS guidance on determining erodible soils (http://websoilsurvey. 
nrcs.usda.gov/app/) or Forest Service Manual on soil classification. 
2 We note that there are no areas above treeline in the GNF.  
3 These BMPs are based upon Forest Service Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCA) standards. 
 



 Require all motorized camping to occur in designated campsites. Reclaim 
undesignated motorized camping sites. 

 
1.1.2 Implementation BMPs for Forest Soils 
 Identify the type or types of soil and steepness in the area that is being affected by 

ORVs and use this information to prioritize mitigation efforts and create target 
management objectives to minimize erosion. 

 Identify where waterbodies and wetlands are located, where routes cross them, and 
whether there are fish present. 

 Prioritize stream crossing closures and route relocations, and if necessary determine 
appropriate sites for upgrades and/or bridge crossings. 

 Ensure adequate maintenance of bridges and culverts on routes to help prevent 
unauthorized stream crossings that might damage soils, streambanks, riparian 
vegetation, etc. 

 Estimate the average soil loss for areas that are currently and obviously negatively 
affected by ORVs using the Universal Soil Loss Equation. Close and restore routes if 
the soils are determined to exceed standards for acceptable soil loss. 

 If closing or moving a particularly damaging route is not possible, mitigate erosion 
with waterbars or other erosion control measures. 

 Close and restore areas that have become “mud bogging areas,” or are prone to “mud 
bogging.” 

 Close and restore routes where it has been determined, through analysis, that 
cumulative impacts of erosive activities (e.g., ORVs combined with fire, livestock 
grazing, or other erosive stressors) are leading to a stream failing to meet erosion 
standards. 

 Prioritize for closure renegade routes going directly up hillslopes, into wetland areas 
(including wet meadows), or adjacent to designated routes. 

 Adaptively manage by closing or mitigating a damaging route if monitoring 
identifies that forest soil conditions are no longer in compliance with planning and 
decision-making BMPs. 

 
1.1.3 Monitoring BMPs for Forest Soils 
 Monitor for the amount of erosion occurring on all routes (designated and renegade). 

Gather data needed for the Universal Erosion Soil Loss Equation. 
 Regularly survey for and identify renegade off-route spurs. 
 Map stream crossings without culverts or bridges and note stream sedimentation 

levels and visible soil/channel impacts in these areas. 
 Identify areas of significant amounts of bare soil or route-widening along routes 

through photos and route width measurements. 
 Monitor closed and restored routes to ensure the measures taken are effectively 

mitigating impacts to forest soils. 
 
3.1.1 Planning and Decision-Making BMPs for Wildlife 
 Set levels of acceptable disturbance that are compatible with maintaining species 

viability or recovery. 



 Locate routes in areas that do not have critical habitat (formally designated or just 
important for survival) for sensitive, threatened, and or endangered wildlife species. 

 Locate new routes where they are unlikely to significantly affect the populations of 
important native wildlife species specifically regarding reproduction, nesting, or 
rearing. 

 Do not locate routes in areas with concentrated or particularly important ungulate 
fawning or calving areas. 

 Do not locate routes inside buffer distances for nesting sites shown in Table 2.4 
 Locate routes a minimum distance (as listed below) from waterbodies and wetlands:5 

o Fish-bearing streams and lakes – 300 ft. 
o Permanently flowing non-fish-bearing streams – 150 ft. 
o Ponds, reservoirs, and wetlands greater than one acre – 150 ft. 

 Locate routes as far as possible, but a minimum of 150 ft., from natural caves, 
tunnels, and mines where bat nurseries are commonly found. 

 Locate routes in discrete, specified areas bounded by natural features (topography 
and vegetative cover) to provide visual and acoustic barriers and to ensure that 
secure habitat is maintained for wildlife. 

 Locate routes in forest cover and not in open country. Long sight lines in open 
country make the visual effects of machines more pronounced. 

 
3.1.2 Implementation BMPs for Wildlife 
 Survey for sensitive, threatened, and endangered animals, as well as critical habitat 

(formally designated or just important for survival), in ORV use areas. This survey 
information should be catalogued and regularly updated in a GIS database. 

 Prohibit ORV use in critical habitat for sensitive, threatened, and endangered 
species. 

 Maintain large unfragmented, undisturbed blocks of forestland where no routes are 
designated. 

 Maintain and improve habitat security by protecting whole areas rather than 
individual route closures. 

 Reduce road/route density to below 1mi/mi2 in important wildlife areas. 
 Conduct adequate nest searches to identify raptor nest sites. Seasonally close ORV 

areas in raptor nesting territories during sensitive nesting phases (e.g., March through 
August in the Rocky Mountain West; see: Table 2 for buffer distances). 

 If routes are already in important native wildlife habitat, seasonally close during 
sensitive seasons. 

 Calving/fawning period for known key ungulate calving/fawning areas (e.g., May 15 
through June in the Rocky Mountain West) 

 Critical ungulate wintering habitat/winter concentration areas (e.g., December 
through March in the Rocky Mountain West) 

 Migration corridors during migrations. 
 Do not allow the use of ORVs off designated routes for game retrieval. 

                                                 
4 Table 2 is found on page 26 of Wildland CPRs BMPs. 
5 These BMPs are based upon Forest Service Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCA) standards. 
 



 Develop public information and educational programs targeting ORV users to raise 
wildlife awareness, such as information about wildlife species in the focal area, key 
wildlife sign, and the impacts of ORVs to those species. 

 Address recovering carnivores such as grizzly bears and wolves: 
 Prohibit ORV use in grizzly bear habitats that provide important food sources during 

spring and early summer (e.g., April 1 through July 15 in the Rocky Mountain 
West). These habitat components include riparian shrub types, aspen stands, wet 
meadows, and avalanche chutes. 

 In areas with established wolf packs where there is a desire to reduce the potential 
for disturbance and the risk of illegal killing, limit ORV route densities to less than 1 
mi./mi.2 (Table 1).6 

 
3.1.3 Monitoring BMPs for Wildlife7 
 Monitor routes for sensitive, threatened, and endangered animals in ORV use areas. 
 Monitor routes to identify whether they are impacting the reproduction, nesting, or 

rearing of key indicator species. 
 Monitor routes to identify whether there are unauthorized spur routes, especially if 

they approach waterbodies, wetlands, and bogs that are key habitats for amphibians 
and reptiles; or natural caves, tunnels, and mines where bat nurseries may occur. 

 Monitor use concurrently with local wildlife populations to determine the impact on 
wildlife species. 

 Monitor closed and restored routes to ensure they are effectively mitigating impacts 
to wildlife. 

 Manage adaptively through closure, rerouting, or mitigation if monitoring identifies 
that wildlife conditions are no longer in compliance with planning and decision-
making BMPs. ORV use in important wildlife habitats should only be allowed after 
peer- reviewed studies or data from wildlife and ORV monitoring conclude that 
wildlife populations will not be impaired. 

 
 
4.1.1 Planning and Decision-Making BMPs for Special Ecosystems 
 Do not locate routes in roadless areas, Research Natural Areas, citizen or agency 

proposed Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, and other lands with Wilderness 
character. Close and rehabilitate those routes that exist on the ground in these areas. 

 Locate routes a minimum distance (as listed below) from waterbodies and wetlands:8 
o Fish-bearing streams and lakes – 300 ft. 
o Permanently flowing non-fish-bearing streams – 150 ft. 
o Ponds, reservoirs, and wetlands greater than one acre – 150 ft. 

 Do not locate routes on cliffs, cliff edges, or along ridges. 
 Locate routes as far as possible, but a minimum of 150 ft., from natural caves. 
 Do not locate routes in alpine habitat. 

                                                 
6 Table 1 is found on page 25 of Wildland CPRs BMPs. 
7 In order to be sure that monitoring BMPs are meaningful, it is important for forest managers to make measurements 
of key 
wildlife/habitat indicators at reasonable time intervals, and to identify specified thresholds that require specific actions. 
 
8 These BMPs are based upon Forest Service Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCA) standards. 



 Avoid locating routes in areas containing archeological finds or other cultural and 
historic sites. 

 
4.1.2 Implementation BMPs for Special Areas and Ecosystems 
 Identify where routes come close to roadless areas, Research Natural Areas, citizen 

or agency proposed Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, and other lands with 
Wilderness character. Secure the boundaries of these areas and ensure that there is no 
proliferation of ORVs into protected areas. Increase signage, effectiveness of 
closures and enforcement at these areas. 

 Close and restore unauthorized routes in special ecosystems. 
 Identify and close where routes are near riparian areas, wetlands, cliff edges, natural 

caves, alpine habitat, and cultural and historic sites. If closure is not possible, secure 
the boundaries of these areas and ensure that there is no proliferation of ORVs into 
these sensitive areas. Increase signage, effectiveness of closures and enforcement at 
these areas. 

 Ensure that bridges and culverts are present and fully functional on routes. Minimize 
the number of times a route crosses a riparian area. 

 Do not allow travel in washes or perennial streambeds. (emphasis added) 
 
4.1.3 Monitoring BMPs for Special Areas and Ecosystems 
 Monitor to identify whether there are unauthorized spur routes in roadless areas, 

Research Natural Areas, citizen or agency proposed Wilderness, Wilderness Study 
Areas, and other lands with Wilderness character. 

 Monitor to identify whether there are off-route spurs in riparian areas, wetlands, cliff 
edges, natural caves, alpine habitat, and cultural and historic sites. 

 Monitor closed and restored routes to ensure closures are effectively mitigating 
impacts to special ecosystems. 

 Adaptively manage by closing or mitigating a route if monitoring identifies that 
special ecosystem conditions are no longer in compliance with planning and 
decision-making BMPs. 

 
4.2 JUSTIFICATION FOR SPECIAL AREAS AND ECOSYSTEMS BMPS 
Certain ecosystems are very rare, or are disproportionately ecologically or socially 
important. These “special ecosystems” need particular management attention because 
they are often more sensitive and more susceptible to damage from ORVs, or because the 
degradation of these areas by ORVs is more significant by virtue of their rarity. This 
section reviews the impacts of ORVs on roadless areas, riparian areas, and other special 
ecosystems.  
 
4.2.2 Riparian Areas and Wetlands 
Riparian areas are the vegetated areas adjacent to streams that are regularly flooded 
during high flows. Wetlands are areas with saturated soils that support deep rooted, or 
obligate wetland plants. While riparian areas and wetlands make up just a small 
percentage of forestlands, they are generally more productive in plant and animal 
biomass and higher in diversity than the surrounding areas. These areas are also 
vulnerable to ORV use. ORVs in riparian areas can disturb wildlife, cause bank erosion, 



and increase stream sedimentation.  ORVs in wetlands can cause similar damage to 
sensitive wetland soils and plants. 
 
Healthy, vegetated riparian areas provide cover, foraging, and nesting sites for a number 
of animals. In addition to providing habitat for resident populations, riparian areas have 
been shown to act as important corridors for wildlife (Naiman et al. 1993, Machtans et al. 
1996, Burbrink et al. 1998). One study found that riparian areas contained up to 10 times 
the number of migrant birds per hectare than adjacent, non-riparian plots (Stevens et al. 
1977). Healthy riparian zones and streams are also crucial for fish populations (Stevens et 
al. 2005 and references within).    
 
Riparian areas also provide a number of ecosystem service functions including capturing, 
storing, and filtering water. Following a storm or snowmelt, riparian areas hold and store 
water and slowly release it back to the stream, resulting in healthy and normal 
hydrographs. Degraded riparian areas typically exhibit more stream flashing. Healthy 
riparian areas, through bankcover and root masses, also serve to stabilize stream banks. 
Stable stream banks have been shown to be very important for fish habitat (USDA 1985), 
water tables near the surface (Richards 1987, Stevens et al. 1995), and most importantly 
for preventing erosion (Stevens et al. 2005). Trimble (1997) found that up to 76% of total 
sediment entering creeks may come from creek bank erosion alone. 
 
Wetlands provide similarly important ecosystem functions, such as improving water 
quality by filtering sediments, nutrients and contaminants from the water column (Meffe 
and Carroll 1994). They are also critically important habitats for an impressive variety of 
plants and both vertebrate and invertebrate species, including many federally threatened 
and endangered species. 
 
4.2.3 Other Special Places 

Cliffs are unique features on a landscape that provide security for many nesting 
raptors. ORVs have the potential to disturb nesting birds when routes are located 
close to cliffs (Hamann et al. 1999). Caves are an important feature for breeding bats. 
Human disturbance can cause bats to abandon a roost and lead to population declines 
(Pierson and Rainey 1994). Caves and old mine tunnels are a lure for a number of 
forest visitors and recreationists. For many, simply seeing one from a trail is reason 
enough to explore, and some of those explorers will go on to vandalize the cave or 
mine. Unfortunately vandalism can sometimes mean purposely disturbing roosting 
bats, and sometimes even with means that include fireworks, shooting, and fire (pers. 
Comm., George Oliver, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources). Alpine meadows are 
also sensitive to human disturbance because of their short growing season and slow 
soil formation (Fitzgerald et al. 1994). Finally, much like other special areas, the 
increase of ORV use in remote areas is threatening archaeological and historic sites. 
Increased visitation has resulted in intentional and unintentional damage to many 
cultural sites (USDI 2000b, Schiffman 2005, Sampson 2007). 



IV. Purpose and Need 
 
The purpose and need for the proposed action is stated in four bullet points indicating a 
need to comply with 36 C.F.R. 212, 251, and 261 and a need to amend the Forest Plan to 
comply with the Travel Management Rule.  Forest Service 2009:3.  There is no mention 
of the need to protect natural resources from the impacts of off-road vehicle use or the 
lack of available funding to manage existing road systems. Only those intimately familiar 
with the Travel Management Rule will understand that the purpose of this project is to 
remedy decades of unmanaged recreation.  Even the background section of the Proposed 
Action does not include any reference to the decades of environmental damage caused by 
unmanaged off-road vehicle use in National Forests.  Forest Service 2009:1-2. We are 
concerned that the purpose and need statement is neither sufficiently broad nor 
sufficiently precise to set up a proper and complete analysis. 
 
In our view, travel planning must evaluate and address the environmental, social, and 
cultural impacts associated with unauthorized routes and currently designated roads, 
trails, and areas, as identified through Travel Analysis. Travel Analysis should “form the 
basis for the proposed actions and purpose and need statements in the subsequent NEPA 
process.” Forest Service Manual 7712.3(2).   In addition, analyzing impacts to ecological 
and cultural resources across the entire transportation system is a critical factor in 
determining the “minimum road system” as envisioned by 36 C.F.R. § 212.5(b)(1) and 
the recent draft directives for implementing the Travel Management Rule.  The purpose 
and need statement should be clear on these points. 
 
We recommend that you adjust the purpose and need statement, as follows, to more 
accurately reflect the intent of the Travel Management Rule and the purpose of travel 
planning.  We have identified the following needs for this proposal: 
 

• the need to eliminate cross-country travel and move to a system of designated 
roads, trails, and areas consistent with the Travel Management Rule and the 
Executive Orders on use of off-road vehicles on public lands; 

• the need to address degradation of environmental, social, and cultural resources 
associated both with user-created routes and currently designated roads, trails, and 
areas, as identified through Travel Analysis; 

• the need to — by way of a science-based analysis — “identify the minimum road 
system needed for safe and efficient travel and for administration, utilization, and 
protection of National Forest System lands” and identify roads that are “no longer 
needed to meet forest resource management objectives and that, therefore, should 
be decommissioned or considered for other uses, such as for trails” 36 C.F.R. § 
212.5(b)(1)–(2); 

• the need to provide opportunities for motorized and non-motorized recreation 
within the carrying capacity of the land (minimizing damage to soil, watershed, 
vegetation, cultural sites, and other resources of the public lands; and minimizing 
harassment of wildlife or significant disruption of wildlife habitats); 



• the need to adjust both the core transportation system and recreation travel 
network in light of funding limitations for maintenance, monitoring, and 
enforcement; and the need to address public safety concerns, user conflicts, 
private property rights, lost non-motorized recreational opportunities, and impact 
to natural soundscapes and air quality that have arisen or might be expected to 
arise given recent trends in motorized use. 

 

V. Travel Analysis  
Travel Analysis – a key policy and analytical document critical to the TMP process – has 
not been made publicly available during the scoping period for this project despite our 
repeated requests for this document.  We recommend the GNF extend the scoping 
period for this project for at least 30 days after the Travel Analysis Report is made 
publicly available.  We intend to submit additional comments after our review of the 
TAP and will do so within 30 days after the TAP is made publicly available.  
 
In January 2008, the Center for Biological Diversity requested that the GNF make 
available a copy of the Travel Analysis Report, or TAP, used in the development of the 
proposed action for this project. Appendix B.  We specifically requested that the TAP be 
made available at least 30 days prior to the release of any proposed action for travel 
management.  In our conversations with the GNF, we were assured that the TAP would 
be posted to the Forest Service website simultaneously with the Proposed Action.  We 
inquired via email with the GNF on September 11, 2009, about the status of the TAP and 
when it would be available to the public.  The response via phone was that the TAP was 
not quite ready for the public because some of the tables and charts didn’t look right, but 
that the TAP would be made available soon.  We repeatedly asked about the TAP at 
public meetings through September and October.  At the meeting in Lordsburg on 
October 3, 2009, we were told that there may have been some delay in releasing the TAP 
at the Regional Office level.  We immediately inquired with the Regional Office asking 
for assistance in obtaining the TAP from the Gila.  The response was to refer us back to 
the Forest staff.  The emails referred to above are included as appendices to this 
document.  
 
To date (October 26, 2009) the TAP is still unavailable.  
 
Travel Analysis should form the basis for the proposed actions and purpose and need 
statements in the subsequent NEPA process and therefore, this document should have 
been readily available prior to the publication of the proposed action and certainly should 
have been made available after our repeated requests.  The public has had no opportunity 
to review this important and lengthy document which would help to inform the public’s 
understanding of the motorized needs of the GNF and help the public better understand 
the analysis that lead to the proposed action.  Specifically, the risk-benefit analysis that 
should be detailed in the TAP (based on our review of other Forests’ TAPs and a 
requirement of the 2001 Roads Rule which was incorporated as subpart A of the Travel 
Management Rule) would have allowed the public to ground-truth routes the Forest 
Service had designated as having “high-risk/low-value” or any other route the public was 



specifically interested in.  The failure to make the TAP publicly available after repeated 
requests is more than an oversight, it is an obstruction of the public’s right and obligation 
to submit informed comments in response to proposed actions from the Forest Service.  

VI. Proposed Action 

A. No Action/Baseline 
 
The Proposed Action is silent on the issue of the baseline that will be used to establish a 
“no action” alternative required by NEPA. In our view, the no action alternative must 
contain an accurate inventory of the existing, designated routes, as supported by prior 
NEPA analyses or decision documents that justify their inclusion on maps and in spatial 
databases.  Where undocumented routes are included as part of the no action alternative, 
the GNF must acknowledge this fact and identify those routes separately on any maps 
made available to the public.  Such an accounting is essential in order to inform the 
public that the “no action” alternative comprises a route network that is larger than the 
legally designated system and to establish a basis of comparison between the designated 
systems proposed in the action alternatives and the existing, designated system.  We 
believe that any routes lacking documentation (including routes which were constructed 
or came into being before NEPA was enacted) should be fully analyzed through NEPA in 
recognition of the fact that there is no record of administrative decision or analysis 
addressing the environmental impacts of motor vehicle use on these routes. 
 
As part of its description of the existing, designated system in the “no action” alternative, 
we recommend that the Forest Service include a table identifying the specific 
documentation or evidence which supports the inclusion of all existing routes in the 
transportation system.  Such documentation would include NEPA analysis and decision 
documents, approval of Road Management Objectives (RMOs) or Trail Management 
Objectives (TMOs), or records establishing the expenditure of normally-appropriated 
maintenance funds on a specific route, and reasons why the route satisfies route 
designation criteria (see section 3 of Executive Order 11644; 36 C.F.R. § 212.55).   
Routes lacking such documentation should be marked accordingly, and if the Forest 
Service proposes to designate the route in the action alternatives, it must include site-
specific analysis of that route in this process. We have included a sample spreadsheet to 
serve as an example (see Appendix C). 
 
Cross-country motorized travel will end as a result of TMR implementation even if no 
additional routes are designated.  In our experience, forests that have adopted a current 
condition baseline that includes cross-country travel have tended to describe all 
designation alternatives as a “net environmental positive,” thus rendering the analysis 
useless and exposing the analysis to litigation because of a misunderstanding of NEPA’s 
significance threshold.  To the degree that our description of a “no action” alternative, 
which includes this baseline existing, designated system supported by NEPA, with no 
allowance for cross-country travel differs from the Forest Service’s conception of “no 
action,” we request consideration of an additional, separate alternative limited to 
documented routes as described above. We further request that the agency compare 



proposed route additions to our “limited to designated routes” alternative and baseline as 
it will provide a much more accurate picture of ongoing impacts related to motorized 
recreation and allows for a true analysis of the impacts of the proposed alternatives.   

B. Reasonable Range of Alternatives 
 
We understand that the Proposed Action is merely an initial stage of the decision-making 
process, in particular as it relates to NEPA compliance. However, we are disappointed 
that the Forest Service has not discussed, at any level, how it will identify and consider a 
range of reasonable alternatives to the Proposed Action.  
 
Federal agencies must consider “alternatives to the proposed action” and “study, develop, 
and describe appropriate alternatives to recommended courses of action in any proposal 
which involves unresolved conflicts concerning alternative uses of available resources.” 
(42 U.S.C. §§ 4332(2)(C)(iii), 4332(2)(E)). As explained by NEPA’s implementing 
regulations, federal agencies must “[r]igorously explore and objectively evaluate all 
reasonable alternatives” and specifically “[i]nclude the alternative of no action.” (40 
C.F.R. §§ 1502.14(a), (d)).  
 
Alternatives constitute NEPA’s “heart.” (40 C.F.R. § 1502.14(a)). Operating in concert 
with NEPA’s mandate to address environmental impacts, an agency’s fidelity to 
alternatives analysis allows agencies to “sharply defin[e] the issues and provid[e] a clear 
basis for choice among options by the decision maker and the public.” (40 C.F.R. § 
1502.14). Alternatives are important because:  
 

Ultimately, of course, it is not better documents but better decisions that 
count. NEPA’s purpose is not to generate paperwork – even excellent 
paperwork – but to foster excellent action. The NEPA process is intended 
to help public officials make decisions that are based on [an] 
understanding of environmental consequences, and take actions that 
protect, restore, and enhance the environment.  

 
(40 C.F.R. § 1500.1(c)) (emphasis added); see also (40 C.F.R. § 1500.2(e)).  
 
To ensure compliance with NEPA and the CEQ regulations in the development and 
analysis of alternatives to the proposed action, in addition to the “no action” alternative, 
the Forest Service must: 
 

1) Consider alternatives that would aggressively reduce overall route densities 
within acceptable science-based ecological limits across the entire GNF;  
 

2) Consider alternatives that would determine how best to physically close, 
decommission, and obliterate unnecessary or unacceptable routes, in particular 
unauthorized, user-created routes; 
 



3) Consider alternatives that would not only reduce route densities, but entirely 
eliminate routes within key areas to protect environmentally sensitive watersheds 
and wildlife habitats and minimize user conflicts by establishing additional quiet-
use recreation areas (e.g., IRAs, large roadless areas, and habitat security areas);  
 

4) Consider alternatives that would not provide an exemption from the ban on cross-
country travel for purposes of dispersed camping and motorized game retrieval.  

 
5) Consider alternatives that consider the specific route mitigation or closure 

recommendations submitted by the Center for Biological Diversity, the Upper 
Gila Watershed Alliance and other conservation organizations. 

 
6) Consider an alternative that consists of the “Minimum Road System” as identified 

in the Travel Analysis Report.9  
 

Considering these reasonable, viable alternatives would provide the Forest Service with 
the opportunity to meet the agency’s obligations pursuant to NEPA and the CEQ 
regulations and to forthrightly confront otherwise “unresolved conflicts” concerning the 
management and use of the GNF. 42 U.S.C. §§ 4332(2)(C)(iii), (E).  
 
Our fundamental concern is that the Forest Service, even though moving towards the 
mandated prohibition against cross-country travel through the designation of a route 
system, will not properly address the past and ongoing harm caused by user-created 
routes. Simply because user-created routes are not designated open for motorized 
recreation use does not mean that the impacts of these routes – e.g., fragmentation of 
habitat and degradation of water quality – will disappear or, even, that use – though 
unauthorized and illegal – will not continue. Such alternatives would allow the Forest 
Service to address the potentially significant cumulative impacts caused by the 
designated and user-created “ghost” route system that would remain subsequent to this 
decision-making process.  
 
Furthermore, we are concerned that the Forest Service is viewing travel planning 
myopically, fixating on the designation of routes rather than considering, more 
holistically, the protection of key areas for purposes of protecting water, wildlife, open 
space, and opportunities for quiet-use recreation. Our recommended alternatives are thus 
designed to ensure that the Forest Service acts consistent with its overarching mandates 
to protect all forest resources.  
 
We ask the Forest Service to develop and analyze alternatives that incorporate the above 
recommendations and thereby balance the needs of wildlife with the desire to improve 
quality motorized trail opportunities. We expand upon these general recommendations in 
our specific recommendations/comments detailed below and in Appendix D pertaining to 
the proposed action, in particular relative to unnecessary routes, overall route density, 

                                                 
9 We are concerned about this particular recommendation because the TAP has not yet been made publicly available 
and this recommendation necessarily depends on the GNF properly identifying the minimum system in the TAP.  We 
would revisit this recommendation after review of the TAP if necessary. 



criteria for protecting the environment and expanding quiet-use recreational 
opportunities. Please consider both our general recommendations and specific 
recommendations/comments in crafting a proper range of alternatives. Overall, our 
recommendations and comments are intended to ensure a range of reasonable alternatives 
to reduce the potential for conflicts between user groups, provide secure habitat for big 
game during hunting seasons, reduce disturbance that displaces wildlife from preferred 
habitats, and expand source habitats currently fragmented by roads and trails. We 
recommend using Wildland CPR’s “Best Management Practices for Off-Road Vehicle 
Use on Forestlands: A Guide for Designating and Managing Off-Road Vehicle Routes” 
in formulating your alternatives. 
 
Finally, to the degree that our description of a “no action” alternative limited to 
documented routes differs from the Forest Service’s conception of “no action,” we 
request consideration of an additional, separate alternative limited to existing, designated 
routes as described above. 
 

C. The Open Road System described in the Proposed Action is 
not supportable and does not reflect the “Minimum Road 
System” 
 
It is not apparent how the Proposed Action comports with motorized recreation 
designation criteria set forth in Executive Order 11644, § 3, as amended, and the TMR, 
36 C.F.R. § 212.55, or functions as part of the “minimum road system needed for safe 
and efficient travel and for administration, utilization, and protection of National Forest 
System lands” required by 36 C.F.R. § 212.5(b) (emphasis added) (see also Forest 
Service 2007). The broad contours of these sideboards are provided by the designation 
criteria in Executive Order 11644, § 3, as amended, and the TMR, 36 C.F.R. §§ 212.5(b), 
212.55.  The Forest Service should use Executive Order 11644, § 3, as amended, and the 
TMR, 36 C.F.R. §§ 212.5(b), 212.55 as sideboards within which the Forest Service 
accounts for forest and district-specific ecological conditions and public input. The Forest 
Service defines a minimum transportation system as “the road system needed for safe and 
efficient travel and for administration, utilization, and protection of National Forest 
System lands” (36 C.F.R. 212.5b).    

Moreover, the Forest Service is subject to a variety of other legal obligations, pursuant to, 
for example, the Endangered Species Act, Clean Water Act, Clean Air Act, and National 
Historic Preservation Act that apply in varying and different degrees depending on the 
specific spatial and temporal scales at issue, and the specific natural and cultural 
resources implicated by route designations. Especially concerning is the perceived need 
to designate recreational routes open to motorized travel for off-road vehicles when the 
Gila’s National Visitor Use Monitoring Report for 2002 indicates that less than 3% of 
forest visitors come to the Gila for off-road vehicle use. Forest Service 2002:.10    

                                                 
10 Table 13: Gila National Forest activity participation and primary activity. 



The roads the GNF should designate as open to the public should result in a motorized 
route density of no more than 1 mile per square mile, exclusive of Wilderness, 
Wilderness Study Areas and Inventoried Roadless Areas. We also ask that all routes 
identified in the most recent RAP and  TAP for the GNF as High Risk/Low Value be 
identified for closure and decommissioning in at least one of the alternatives.  
 

D. The Proposed Action Does Not Reflect Forest Service Budget 
Capabilities 
 
The travel management rule11

 and the roads rule12
 require the Forest Service to consider 

the long-term fiscal implications of travel proposals.  By the Forest Service’s own 
figures, there are insufficient funds to maintain more than a 2,119 road system with 
expected decreases in funding (Forest Service 2009a:9), thereby risking public safety and 
causing natural resource damage.   The GNF needs over $4.5 million per year for 
adequate maintenance and reconstruction for the existing forest road system and a $179 
million backlog for maintenance on Maintenance Level 3-5 roads. Forest Service Roads 
Analysis Report, 2004:8. (Note that this report is undated in our files and may be from a 
different year.) 
 
We believe that the development of a true Travel Management Plan13 that would 
accompany the MVUM would support and justify Forest Service budget requests and 
appropriations, both for maintenance and decommissioning. While some ORV 
enthusiasts may enjoy the challenge of steep, rutted and muddy routes, such enjoyment 
must not come at the expense of the Forest Service’s already inadequate budgetary 
conditions, its duty to maintain safety standards, and its obligation to protect and 
conserve the GNF’s natural and cultural resources. The Forest Service estimates that 
more than half of the archeological sites in National Forests in the southwest have been 
or are being actively looted and that closure of roads will limit access for illegal looting.14 
Any new road or official designation of a user-created route will require costly 
archeological surveys. User-created routes pose the greatest risk to archeological sites. 
Forest Service 2008:58. 
 
Without accounting for its limited resources, the GNF’s travel management decisions are 
destined to fail.  Understandably, the Forest Service may desire to plan for activities that, 
at present, it does not have the funds to implement. This, in our view, simply reinforces 
the need to produce not just a map, but also a true Travel Management Plan outlining 
priority management actions to be implemented given existing agency resources, and to 
prioritize conditional decisions that will be implemented if additional agency resources 
are obtained. As provided in the TMR: 
 

                                                 
11 36 C.F.R. 212.55(a). 
12 36 C.F.R. 212.5(b). 
13 We address the concept of a Travel Management Plan more fully in section VIII.E. below. 
14 See The National Forest System: Cultural Resources at Risk, An assessement and needs analysis, 2008:9 
(and entire document) and the Travel Analysis Report for the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest Travel 
Analysis Report, “Step 4” available here: http://www.fs.fed.us/r3/asnf/projects/tap/Step4_TAP_Report.pdf.   



In designating National Forest System roads, National Forest System 
trails, and areas on National Forest System lands for motor vehicle use, the 
responsible official shall consider effects on National Forest System 
natural and cultural resources, public safety, provision of recreation 
opportunities, access needs, conflicts among uses of National Forest 
System lands, the need for maintenance and administration of roads, trails, 
and areas that would arise if the uses under consideration are designated; 
and the availability of resources for that maintenance and 
administration.  
 

(36 C.F.R. § 212.55(a)) (emphasis added). 
 
Accounting for agency resources during the TMR process also provides stakeholder 
groups with a basis to work with local communities and our political leaders to advocate 
for increased funding or obtain grant funding necessary to implement conservation-
oriented management actions. While we cannot assist the Forest Service in law 
enforcement activities, we may be able to increase our ability to assist with 
implementation activities clearly linked to resource protection objectives – objectives that 
must be articulated in agency TMR plans. For example, we could raise Clean Water Act 
§ 319 funds to implement watershed restoration projects involving route closure and 
reclamation activities, and we continue our efforts to secure Legacy Roads Initiative 
funds for decommissioning projects. 
 
We are committed to continuing our volunteer work, thereby providing the Forest Service 
with significant in-kind contributions. If we could point to agency documentation 
explaining the importance of this work, and conditionally giving that work a “green light” 
pending funding, we anticipate that we could continue, if not expand, these contributions. 
Underlying agency documentation provides us – and our supporters – with assurances 
that the Forest Service is operating in good faith as a partner with the public. 
 
Identifying and implementing a minimum road system in line with budgetary 
expectations would also allow the GNF’s transportation system to meet requirements of 
the forest’s LRMP.  For example, the GNF Forest Plan provides management direction to 
manage forest resource extraction and recreation opportunities “on a sustained basis 
while maintaining air, soil, and water resources at or above minimum local, State or 
Federal standards[,]” ensuring the impacts to “cultural, wildlife, and vegetative resources 
can be mitigated to protect these resources for future management options.”(Forest 
Service 1986:11)  The GNF’s failure to properly identify, designate, and implement the 
minimum road system that is serviceable, meets the needs for public access, land 
management, resource protection, and user safety, and addresses the serious problems 
implicated by the user-created route network is inconsistent with the Gila National Forest 
Plan (GNF Forest Plan).  
 
Given that the GNF can afford to maintain only a fraction of its current and proposed 
road system, and the fact that many of the roads are high risk, we ask the GNF to reduce 
the number of routes within the forest to protect watershed and wildlife resources from 
the acknowledged negative impacts of unmaintained roads, especially in areas where high 



risk, low value roads exist.  High risk/low value routes should not be designated open and 
should be designated for closure and obliteration in the alternatives developed for the 
GNF.  Similarly, as noted in Wildland CPR’s Best Management Practices for ORV uses 
in forests (attached as Appendix A), the GNF should decommission all roads or 
motorized routes in wetland and stream areas. At the very least, alternatives that result in 
significant route reductions and the prohibition of routes in all wetland and stream areas 
must be considered. The TMP process should be used not merely to prohibit cross-
country use and designate routes, but to develop a road system and associated 
management plan for the road system that provides for use, safety, and resource 
protection within the fiscal reality of the forest, as required by the TMR and the EOs.   
 
In considering the fiscal impacts of travel proposals and in seeking to comply with policy 
direction that roads and trails must be environmentally and economically sustainable, the 
Forest Service must conduct a rational assessment of the a) mineral material needs for 
road maintenance for the long-term implementation of the road and trail system, and b) 
fiscal and environmental impacts that such mining will cause. If the Forest Service 
intends to acquire the mineral materials from outside of the National Forest, it needs to 
include the cost of acquisition and hauling (this can be significant) in its fiscal estimates 
of the long-term implementation of the travel plan.  
 
The TAP should identify roads where law enforcement is an issue.  For example, 
wilderness trespass, use of closed roads, trespass on to private lands, and violation of 
closure orders designed to protect wildlife habitat, meadows, riparian areas, etc. However, 
the PA does not provide for any enforcement or education plan and does not address how 
the GNF will seek the funding necessary to implement and enforce any motorized use 
restrictions.   The PA includes several trails and routes that would create loop trails or 
multiple access points and because the maps available to the public do not identify any 
resource concerns it is unclear if these loops and multiple access points access sensitive 
areas. We strongly recommend against this strategy and ask the GNF to develop an 
alternative that would not include loops and multiple access points to sensitive resources 
or to areas that have already been identified as experiencing enforcement problems.  
 
The lack of enforcement on other southwestern National Forest lands with travel 
restrictions already in place has resulted in damage to fragile areas. For example, the 
Verde River in Arizona was listed as one of America’s Most Endangered Rivers in 2006 
by American Rivers. The Upper Verde is one of the largest perennial streams in the 
Southwest, supporting species such as the roundtail chub, razorback sucker, spikedace, 
bald eagle, and southwestern willow flycatcher.  This fragile river is located within the 
Prescott National Forest which has been closed to unregulated cross-country travel for 
many years.  There are several areas within the forest that are designated as open to 
motorized recreation, providing ample opportunities for this type of use in the region.  
However, off-road vehicle users regularly break the law and enter areas closed to protect 
natural and cultural resources, such as fragile desert riparian ecosystems and the 
headwaters of the Verde River.  This trespass has been well documented and reported to 
the Forest Service, Arizona Game and Fish Department, and other law enforcement 
agencies.   



 
Not only is trespass an ongoing and serious problem in the Verde, vandalism is a regular 
occurrence.  Signs posted to notify the public that an area is closed to motorized use are 
often shot, torn down, ripped out and removed.  These signs are replaced by the Forest 
Service at great cost to the taxpayer and at a detriment to the other Forest Service 
programs that must be shortchanged to provide funds for this project.  Families and 
infrequent visitors to the forest who may not be aware of the closed areas are confused 
and will often enter this fragile area, unknowingly breaking the law and causing 
irreparable harm to the ecosystem.   
 
Illegal ORV use in the GNF has been reported in the area of the San Francisco River 
below Mule Creek; this area has been closed to motorized travel since the late 1980s.  The 
Forest Service indicated at public meetings in late September 2009, that they were well 
aware of this trespass.  However, the Forest Service is failing to utilize Travel Planning to 
eliminate recreational motorized use of the San Francisco River and instead is planning to 
sanction motorized uses in this fragile riparian corridor and plans to resign this area at 
least twice per year after signs indicating where the motorized route is located are washed 
out during rain events. This makes no rational sense given limited budgets, the fragile and 
rare nature of riparian corridors in the desert southwest, and the known illegal use of an 
area closed to off-road uses just downstream of this planned, unwise, route.  
 
The GNF Annual Monitoring Report for Fiscal Year 2008 states that: “Trends show that 
decreasing budgets are causing the number of miles of roads maintained to standard to 
decrease.” Forest Service 2009b:9.  Deferred maintenance at the end of Fiscal Year 2007 
exceeded $150 million.  Forest Service 2009b:9.  Unfortunately, as of this date, the 
Travel Analysis Report, or TAP, for the GNF was unavailable so we must rely solely 
upon the Monitoring Report and Roads Analysis Report for fiscal information and we 
have no information on the minimum road system identified by the GNF.  While scarcity 
of financial resources should not lead to blanket closures of National Forest lands to 
recreation users, complementary processes like the RAP and TAP provide an adequate, if 
not exhaustive, basis to determine which routes, based on resource risks, access and other 
values, should comprise the road system. That was, after all, the purpose of both efforts. 
It follows that affordability and a risk/value analysis should objectively determine the 
minimum transportation system. 

 

E. Enforcement 
 
The GNF cannot simply assume that enforcement will be effective because of a change of 
policy. We believe that without an adequate enforcement, education, and funding plan, 
the MVUM will be nothing more than a piece of paper with unenforceable restrictions on 
motorized recreation, and our forests will continue to suffer abuse from off-road and 
illegal motorized vehicle use.  Forest Service contentions that the MVUM will be the 
enforcement plan are seriously misguided. 
 



We recommend the GNF assess the following when analyzing the enforcement and 
maintenance needs for the GNF through the NEPA process: 

A. Enforcement capability 
a. Acres per LEO available to enforce travel rules 
b. Acres per Ranger available to enforce travel rules 
c. Future predicted LEO and Ranger availability 
d. Hours available for education and outreach 

B. Monitoring capability 
a. FTEs available to monitor landscape condition as it relates to 

transportation  
C. Access 

a. Future predicted monitoring capability 
D. Maintenance capability 

a. Equipment and people hours available for road and trail maintenance 
b. Funds for maintenance material  
c. Future predicted maintenance equipment, material, and FTEs 

 
Information from the 2008 Monitoring Report for the GNF indicates that enforcement is 
a concern across nearly all resources: 
 Cultural: 

Unauthorized and illegal activities (under the Archaeological Resources Protection 
Act) by members of the public are ongoing at a number of archeological sites, and 
continue to be a heritage program and law enforcement issue. Forest Service 2009b:6. 
 
Cultural Resources cases in the LEIMARS system do not indicate the problem that is 
happening on the forest. Due to the vast amount of cultural resource sites and the 
inability to check the sites on a regular basis there are incidents and cases that are 
unreported. There have been two minor cases that turned into a major recovery of 
artifacts and this is due to increased cooperation with our law enforcement partners. 
Forest Service 2009b:16. 
 
 Fuel wood: 
Fuel wood theft on the forest has increased over the years. There are more individuals 
using the sale of fuel wood to increase their income. The lack of easily accessible 
dead oak and juniper has pushed cutters to cut green wood. Even when green fuel 
wood areas are provided the cutters are not purchasing them. Also with 
unemployment high there will be more theft of wood products for income. Forest 
Service 2009b:16.

 
 Wilderness: 
Wilderness entries have increased due to a better knowledge by the public to report 
suspected violations. There is one Law Enforcement Officer assigned to patrol the 
wilderness and then there is the problem of availability, access, and distances 
traveled. This has a major impact on the enforcement of regulations in the wilderness.  
Forest Service 2009b:16. 

 



 ORV: 
Off Road Vehicle (OHV) use is increasing each year on the forest. The Travel 
Management Rule is getting closer to completion and this could happen in about a 
year or so. There have been roads and trails constructed in many areas of the forest. 
Hunters and visitors use them to cross country ride to access areas where there are no 
roads and this creates new problems. New OHV Regulations were passed by the State 
and adopted by the Forest Service. These regulations are for Federal and State Lands 
and require State and County Law Enforcement Agencies to work together for a 
common law enforcement goal. Other agency enforcement is limited, due to the 
remote locations and the availability of personnel. The primary enforcement agency is 
NM Game and Fish and the Forest Service works closely with them to address these 
issued on the National Forest. Forest Service 2009b:16.

 
 General: 
Law Enforcement Officers on the forest concentrate on heavy use recreational areas 
to protect the forest visitors and the resource. During the hunting, fuel wood cutting 
and Outfitter/Guide seasons more patrols are in the remote locations. All uses of the 
forest have increased and enforcement is even more important. The enforcement 
actions are effective when done on a consistent basis. However, this is not possible 
when a few officers are required to cover such a large area. Forest Service 2009b:16.

 
 

The GNF acknowledges that the implementation of the Travel Management Plan will 
require additional enforcement. Forest Service 2009b:17.  With just two officers to cover 
the 3.3 million acres and when the Forest Protection Officer program has been reduced in 
numbers due to program changes, the GNF must take the opportunity, through Travel 
Management Planning, to develop a motorized route system that is enforceable and that 
will fit within the fiscal constraints the National Forest Service system is dealing with.  
Forest Service 2009b:15.  
 

F. The Proposed Action Fails to Close Unnecessary Routes. 
 
From a fiscal perspective, it is clearly in the public, the national and the agency’s interest 
to reduce the extent of unnecessary roads and travel ways within the GNF. Without 
adequate funding to maintain the roads in the forest on an annual basis, the most practical 
and economical long-term mitigation of these problems lies with closure and revegetation 
of non-essential roads (Moll 1996). The lengthy, time-consuming TAP (and RAP) should 
have provided relevant information identifying roads posing high risks to cultural 
resources, soils, watershed and wildlife values, and affording low access values regarding 
range management, scenery and private property.  The GNF must utilize this information 
to define the minimum transportation system, particularly in the context of severely 
limited budgets and massive maintenance backlogs. While we commend the GNF’s 
proposal to close 962 miles of environmentally destructive roads, additional routes are 
likely identified in the TAP (when it is publicly available we will review it for this 



purpose) and should be closed to motorized travel, especially given that the GNF has a 
maintenance backlog of more than $150 million. Forest Service 2009b. 
 
In addition, planned motorized opportunities in the GNF are disproportionate to the 
amount of users.  The Forest Service’s own studies show that only 1.4% of users on the 
GNF come to the forest with primarily to ride ORVs  Kocis et. al 2002. In addition, only 
2.7% of visitors to the GNF even participated in off-road vehicle activities at all.  Kocis 
et. al 2002. 
 
 

The 2008 Fiscal Year Monitoring Report indicates that less than half of the GNF’s 
roads are maintained each year (2,119 miles of the more than 5,200 miles of existing 
system roads).  Forest Service 2009b:8.  Over the last four years the road maintenance 
budget has decreased 50% and the GNF expects that decreasing budgets will continue 
to reduce the amount of maintenance performed on passenger car roads.  Forest 
Service 2009b:9. The 2008 Monitoring Report states that “[t]rends show that as a 
result of reduced roads related budgets, less construction/reconstruction projects are 
being completed.” Forest Service 2009b:9.  

 
Closure of unnecessary routes will allow the limited funds available for route 
maintenance to be directed at those routes most necessary for access and administration 
of the forest.  Among other uses of roads, a well maintained forest road system benefits 
fire suppression because it provides and allows for a rapid Initial Attack response.  A lack 
of funding for maintenance results in a route system that can actually inhibit rapid 
response as routes will be rutted and dangerous and therefore a slow response will result.  
 
A 2006 Monitoring Report for Region 3 makes clear that the purposes of the Travel 
Management Rule include developing a fiscally responsible motorized route system: 

 
“The following are the primary concerns identified in monitoring: 
 a.  The Travel Management Rule is a fundamental change in how the public 
accesses and uses the National Forests.  In such substantial change, it’s 
reasonable to anticipate ongoing need to correct and adjust as we go forward.  
The following are concerns at the current stage of implementation: 
• Travel Analysis and Overextended Road Budget:  The region-wide road 

maintenance budget is less than a third of what’s necessary to maintain the 
existing road system.  Implementation of the travel management rule must 
address this.  Consideration of maintenance funding is a requirement of the 
Rule.  Decisions made under the Rule will be inadequate and unsustainable 
if it is not considered.  Most importantly, the designation process provides 
an opportunity through collaboration, travel analysis, NEPA decision 
making, and publication of the motor vehicle map to address both 
designation for motor vehicle use and the road maintenance budget 
situation.  This said, it appears most forests in the region are intending to 
avoid the unsustainable road system issue by simply designating all existing 
open roads for motor vehicle use.  They should not be allowed to avoid 
sustainability.” (Forest Service 2006:3). 

 



 

 

 …e.   Both the Prescott NF and the Carson NF plan their annual road 
maintenance, but neither forest showed us a copy of a signed annual road 
maintenance plan meeting the requirements of FSM 7732, including written 
approval by the Forest Supervisor.  This does not mean they do not have such 
plans, but we are concerned they may not.  The annual road maintenance plan 
should be a publicly available document.  It explains what our total road 
maintenance capability is and what our current priorities are.  It also is an 
important piece of information in planning under the travel management rule.  It 
shows what our current priorities for maintenance are, although they may likely 
change during planning.  As already noted, the rule requires that decisions to 
designate roads for motor vehicle use consider capability to maintain for that 
use.  (FSM 7732.04c) (emphasis added) (Forest Service 2006:7). 

 
Giving the exigency of funding the maintenance of high value roads in a severely 
constrained fiscal environment, retaining “High Risk/Low Value” roads is ill advised and 
irresponsible. We urge the GNF, as an initial step, to develop and analyze an alternative 
that will add all of the “High Risk/Low Value” routes to the 962 miles proposed for 
closure and plan for their revegetation or, if appropriate, designate them for 
administrative uses only (closed to motor vehicle traffic).   
 

G. Reduce Route Density  
 
The TMR’s elimination of cross-country travel is a welcome change. However, the intent 
behind eliminating cross-country travel to protect resource values and constrain 
motorized recreation within a manageable fashion is compromised if the Forest Service 
designates high-density route networks and fails to stem the proliferation of user-created 
routes.  
 
We recommend that the Forest Service include all motorized routes, whether classified as 
a road or trail, and create a Motorized Route Density Standard (MRDS). The MRDS 
would function as a ceiling on the density of motorized routes and reflect the bottom-line 
fact that it is the impact of a route – and the impact caused by the route’s use by 
motorized vehicles – that is important to resource protection and management, not 
whether it is classified as a “road” or “trail.” In fact, the Deschutes National Forest in 
Oregon recently published a Notice of Intent to develop an EIS noting that in order to 
keep route density down, the Forest is proposing to close 65 miles of roads and restore 50 
miles of user-created routes to offset the designation of motorized trails.15 
  
The MRDS should be calculated at clearly defined, science-based ecological scales (e.g. 
sub-watershed, habitat, or management area) and avoid simplistic forest-level 
calculations. This is consistent with the Forest Service’s duty to address impacts, in 
particular cumulative impacts, by considering “context” and “intensity” (40 C.F.R. § 
1508.27) and, in so doing, provide a basis for determining whether or not agency actions 

                                                 
15 Deschutes National Forest Notice of Intent to develop an Environmental Impact Statement available online at 
http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/2009/E9-3787.htm. Published Feb. 25, 2009. 



 

 

comport with substantive legal obligations, e.g., to “provide for diversity of plant and 
animal communities....” (16 U.S.C. § 1604(g)(3)(B)). 
  
Accordingly, Wilderness and other analogous protective designations that prohibit 
motorized use should be excluded from MRDS calculations. Including these designations 
in MRDS calculations creates an illusion of low route densities when, in reality, the 
density of route networks outside of these protective designations is very high and likely 
causing long-term, unacceptable resource degradation (e.g. Wilderness Ranger District 
(1.46 mi/mi2) Quemado Ranger District (1.30mi/mi2), Reserve Ranger District 
(1.27mi/mi2) exclusive of user-created routes for the PA in 2009.)  Excluding these 
protective designations from MRDS calculations also de-politicizes protective 
designations relative to motorized recreation; protective designations should not be used 
as a pretext for condoning high-density route networks outside of protective areas.  
  
We recommend that the MRDS also acknowledge the presence of known non-system 
routes because the impacts of a route will be the same regardless of the bureaucratic 
designation, whether system, user created, designated as open or closed. This can be done 
in one of two ways. First, the Forest Service could include non-system routes within 
MRDS calculations. Second, and alternatively, the Forest Service could exclude non-
system routes. However, in this latter situation, the NEPA process would have to 
acknowledge the presence of non-system routes and work to eliminate those non-system 
routes to comply with the spirit of the MRDS.  
  
Regardless, the MRDS – coupled with the associated NEPA analysis – should be used to 
prioritize and plan for the management and reclamation of unneeded and non-system 
routes, whether through physical closures, obliteration, or other restorative actions. This 
is critical: we firmly reject a narrow view of TMR process that fixates solely on the 
publication of the Motor Vehicle Use Map. Instead, the Forest Service must 
contemporaneously address the legacy of degradation created by motorized recreation use 
on the GNF as part of the route designation process as it is an essential element of 
complying with Executive Orders 11644’s mandate to minimize resource impacts and 
minimize conflicts with other National Forests and nearby communities. Executive Order 
11644 §§ 3(a)(1)-(4), as amended. Just because non-system routes do not appear on the 
MVUM does not mean that these routes will simply disappear from the landscape.  
  
At present, according to GNF PA, there are approximately 962 miles of roads that will be 
removed from the designated system. These roads should be decommissioned in addition 
to the extensive number of user-created, non-system routes and unneeded ML1 roads. 
However, there is currently no plan to eliminate these routes and their impacts to the 
land. To emphasize a key point, just because they are not on a map doesn’t mean they 
aren’t on the landscape. Furthermore, given the very limited law enforcement capacity of 
the GNF,16 it would be prudent to create a plan to decommission these routes to assist law 
enforcement efforts.  
 

                                                 
16 The GNF Annual Monitoring Report for FY 2008 indicates just 2 law enforcement officers for the 3.3 million acre 
forest and a decrease in the number of Forest Protection Officers due to program changes.  Forest Service 2009b:15. 



 

 

Currently there are approximately 5,233 miles of routes in the GNF (not including user-
created routes), of which 572 miles are ML 1. Forest Service 2009b.17  These routes, 
while closed to the public, are still accessible for motorized recreation.  We calculated 
forest wide road density within the GNF to be 1.25 mi/mi2.  The route density of the 
proposed action is calculated at 0.87 mi/mi2.  These calculations include Wilderness, 
IRAs, WSAs, and include all “known” routes, yet do not include user created routes.  
 
Table 1. Road Density Calculation 

 
We recommend that the GNF maintain route density below that necessary for watersheds 
to function properly (2.5 mi/mi2) (Lyon 1983) and note that 2 of the six ranger districts 
are above the recommended 1mi/mi2 road density standard recommended by the Union of 
Concerned Scientists (2004) without considering user created routes and including 
Wilderness areas. When user-created routes are taken into account and Wilderness areas 
are excluded, it is likely that all of the ranger districts will have route densities above the 
recommended standard. We again note that the impacts of a route are largely the same, 
ecologically speaking (habitat fragmentation and edge effects), whether the route is 
designated open or not.  We have included road density calculations by watershed as 
Appendix E.  We note that for several watersheds road densities have actually increased 
in the proposed action.  
 
 

                                                 
17 Note that our calculations using GIS information from the GNF indicates there are over 6,600 miles of 
routes in the GNF.  It is unclear why there is a discrepancy between the number reported in the PA and the 
number available in the GIS information made available to us.  We ask that the GNF clarify the number of 
miles of existing routes, clarify what data was used to identify those existing routes, and provide the public 
with consistent information regarding existing routes.  



 

 

Table 2. Watershed route density increases: excerpt from Appendix E 

(disregard break in table) 

 
 
For these watersheds we ask for clear explanation of the rationalization for the need to 
increase road densities. Where such a need cannot be demonstrated, we recommend 
routes be identified for elimination from the existing system.  



 

 

 
While there are numerous scientific studies that suggest route densities over 1mi/mi2 will 
have adverse consequences  on wildlife, one particular study by Lyon showed that 
“habitat effectiveness can be expected to decline by at least 25 percent with a density of 
1mi/mi2 and by at least 50% percent with 2 mi/mi2 (Lyon 1983). Lyon states “As road 
densities increased to five to six miles per square mile, elk use declined to less than 25 
percent of potential.” 

While the PA does propose to eliminate 962 miles of roads and there is some discussion 
of the effect motorized roads and trails will have on wildlife, the PA does not reduce 
motorized routes sufficiently to effectively ensure the needs of wildlife will be met. The 
primary purpose of the travel planning process should not be to provide for more 
motorized recreation opportunities at the expense of the majority of forest users and 
wildlife especially because the GNF acknowledges that ORV users comprise less than 
3% of all forest visitors.  Forest Service 2002:Table 13: Gila National Forest activity 
participation and primary activity. Please consider the issues raised above in developing 
the alternatives for consideration and analysis in the environmental assessment. 

VII. Factors to Consider in the Environmental Analysis 

A. Proximity to Wilderness 
The Wilderness Act of 1964 states that wilderness areas must be preserved as 
“unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness, and so as to provide for the 
protection of these areas, the preservation of their wilderness character . . . ” (16 U.S.C. 
1131(a)). OHV use in or close to  these areas is incompatible with the defined 
characteristics of Wilderness, including the requirements that the land be “affected 
primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially 
unnoticeable” and that it have “outstanding opportunities for solitude and a primitive and 
unconfined type of recreation.”18  Although motorized use and routes are prohibited in 
designated Wilderness, route designations and use can have indirect or cumulative 
impacts to Wilderness and Wilderness resources (including intrusions of noise from 
motorized vehicle use), and can enable illegal motorized intrusions into Wilderness. 
Given documented OHV trespass noted within the Region 3, and the GNF’s lack of 
funding for law enforcement, we recommend that all FS routes terminate at least ¼ mile 
from Wilderness boundaries and that no dispersed camping corridors are designated 
adjacent to wilderness areas.  
 

B. Impaired Waters 
Impaired waters in the GNF may be unacceptably degraded by designated routes, 
especially if unmaintained non-system, user-created routes and other unnecessary routes 
are not physically stabilized or obliterated. OHVs cross streams and disturb sediment, and 
streamside trails function as conduits for erosion and sediment run-off. Gasoline and 
motor oil enter the soils and waters of our public lands as a result of inefficient 
                                                 
18 16 U.S.C. § 1131 (c). 



 

 

combustion and emissions (Havlick D. 2002). The Clean Water Act obligates the Forest 
Service to protect water quality. 33 U.S.C. § 1323. The Forest Service’s own mandates, 
in particular the National Forest Management Act and the Multiple Use and Sustained 
Yield Act, provide for water quality protection. The Forest Service should account for 
and analyze the impacts of all motorized routes that intersect or cause degradation of 
impaired waters – or waters that, if impacted by designated routes or motorized use, are 
threatened with impairment or water quality degradation.  40 C.F.R. § 131.12 
(antidegradation provisions). We have attached a list of GNF routes that are in 
proximity of, are located within, or traverse Clean Water Act 303(d) listed or impaired 
waters (from the New Mexico Environment Department (Table 3). These routes require 
careful consideration in the TMP analysis and should be strong candidates for closure and 
decommissioning.   
 
The Forest Service should also ensure that high quality waters and Outstanding National 
Resource Waters (ONRWs) are protected from degradation in accordance with 
antidegradation protections.  
 

C. Aquatic and Riparian Habitats 
With forest wide annual rainfalls averaging between 8 and 17.1 inches,19 clean water and 
aquatic and riparian habitats are of paramount interest in the arid southwest. The 
watersheds of the GNF not only provide clean drinking water for downstream users but 
also provide key wildlife habitat and  are a source of ONRWs.  All rivers within the Gila 
National Forest Wilderness Areas have been proposed for listing as ONRWs.20 The 
steams and lakes located within the GNF are a valuable and rare resource. These riparian 
habitats support a greater diversity of plants and animals than upland habitats. A 
significant percentage of all wildlife in the southwest use riparian habitat.  Thomas et al., 
1979. Approximately 80% of all sensitive and specially classified vertebrate species in 
New Mexico depend upon riparian habitat at some time during their life cycle.  New 
Mexico Department of Game and Fish 2000. Wetlands and riparian ecosystems comprise 
less than 1% of New Mexico. Dahl 1990.  Of the 867 species of vertebrates known to 
occur in New Mexico, approximately 479 (55%) rely wholly or in part on aquatic, 
wetland or riparain habitat for their survival.  NMDGF 2002.   
 
The Gila National Forest Plan requires the forest to manage off-road vehicle use in 
riparian zones to avoid damage to riparian resources (Forest Plan at 22), give preferential 
consideration to resources dependent on riparian areas over other resources (Forest Plan 
30), maintain the composition of sand, silt, and clay within 20 percent of natural levels 
(Forest Plan at 30), improve all riparian areas to satisfactory or better condition by 2030 
(Forest Plan at 30).       
 
Wildlife commonly follow riparian habitat, both wet and dry drainages, as corridors for 
movement. Riparian corridors must be maintained in order to promote safe travel by land 
                                                 
19 http://www.wrcc.dri.edu/cgi-bin/cliMAIN.pl?nm5754 
20 Petition available here: ftp://ftp.nmenv.state.nm.us/www/swqb/Standards/ONRW/PublicDRAFT-
ONRW06-18-09.pdf and attached as Appendix T.  



 

 

from one habitat to another. It has been noted that the width of riparian areas designated 
for water quality and fisheries needs may not meet the habitat requirements of terrestrial 
wildlife. Most researchers advocate preserving as wide an area as possible, including the 
floodplain and an additional upland area on at least one side of the stream channel for 
corridors. Review of existing literature indicates that while narrow riparian areas provide 
suitable habitat for some species, wider areas are required to support a greater diversity of 
species including those dependent on interior habitat types (e.g., those species requiring a 
significantly wider forested area). Seth Wenger of the University of Georgia recommends 
a conservative riparian area width of approximately 300 feet from the edge of the stream 
channel on each side of the stream to facilitate wildlife movement. Having at least a few 
wide (300-1,000 feet on each side of the stream) riparian areas along streams would 
provide habitat for those species that rely on areas of interior forest.  
 
We recommend that motorized routes be located a minimum of 300 feet from all 
perennial streams, wetlands, lakes, and rivers until scientific analysis and monitoring can 
be completed to determine their true impact on wildlife and water quality. There are 
numerous roads and trails in the PA that are located within this 300 foot aquatic and 
riparian buffer zone.  We recommend that the GNF evaluate all existing designated routes 
that fall within this buffer zone for relocation or removal and obliteration in each of the 
action alternatives. 
 

D. MSO PACs and Critical Habitat 
 
Mexican spotted owl is a federally listed “threatened” species whose habitat on the forest 
is stable to declining and for whom population assessments are inconclusive.  Critical 
habitat for the Mexican spotted owl was designated in 2004, which protection was upheld 
by an Arizona federal court in 2008. Arizona Cattle Grower’s Assn. v. Kempthorne, 534 
F.Supp.2d 1013 (2008). Owls experience increased levels of stress when in close 
proximity to roads, negatively impacting reproduction, survival, and resistance to disease. 
Wasser et al.,1997.  Increased traffic and the infrastructure necessary for recreation have 
the potential to significantly negatively impact this species. Id. Ensuring critical habitat 
and PACs for Mexican spotted owls are protected from roads and motorized trails should 
be a critical consideration of the GNF when determining where to allow roads, motorized 
trails, areas, and dispersed camping corridors. We have included recommendations for 
route closures (or mitigation) that are located within or are in close proximity to MSO 
PACs and MSO critical habitat.  See Appendix D. 

  

E. Goshawk PFAs 
 
This is a forest-listed “sensitive” species, a New Mexico Department of Game & Fish 
“Species of Greatest Conservation Need,” and a species whose habitat is declining and 
for whom population assessments are inconclusive. NMDGF 2006a. We have included 
recommendations for route closures (or mitigation) that are located within or are in close 
proximity to Goshawk PFAs. See Appendix D. 



 

 

 

F. Inventoried Roadless Areas 
 
Where the Forest Plan does not specifically prohibit the use of motorized vehicles in 
agency-Inventoried Roadless Areas, we contend that these areas should not contain 
designated motorized vehicle routes.  The responsible National Forest officials are 
required to “minimize conflicts between motor vehicle use and existing or proposed 
recreational uses of National Forest System lands.”21  By definition, roadless areas afford 
a type of quiet and primitive recreation that cannot be found near motorized routes.  To 
allow motorized vehicle use in these areas would cause disproportionate conflict between 
quiet recreationists and motorized vehicle users and will risk precluding roadless areas 
from further consideration for Wilderness designation. Given established motorized road 
and trail densities on the GNF, the remaining roadless lands possess critical ecological 
values. We have identified over 60 miles of routes with motorized dispersed camping 
corridors adjacent to or in IRAs and have included recommendations for mitigation and 
route closures that are located within or are in close proximity to IRAs.  We urge that 
dispersed camping corridors not be designated adjacent to IRAs.  See Appendix D. 
 
Where the GNF decides to pursue the designation of motorized dispersed camping 
corridors adjacent to or into IRAs, or allow motorized big game retrieval within IRAs, the 
Forest Service must identify and analyze how allowing such motorized use will impact 
roadless characteristics and the likelihood these uses in IRAs will result in the creation of 
roads.  This entails a hard look at the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of 
motorized routes and the use of those routes to the IRA’s roadless characteristics and an 
honest assessment of the probability that motorized users will not stay on designated 
routes. Furthermore, it entails consideration of alternatives which: (1) close all existing 
motorized routes; (2) prohibit any further motorized routes; (3) prohibit motorized use; 
and (4) restore motorized routes consistent with the IRA’s roadless characteristics.  
   
 
Roadless area characteristics are defined as “[r]esources or features that are often 
present in and characterize inventoried roadless areas, including: 

 
(1) High quality or undisturbed soil, water, and air; 
(2) Sources of public drinking water; 
(3) Diversity of plant and animal communities; 
(4) Habitat for threatened, endangered, proposed, candidate, and sensitive species 
and for those species dependent on large, undisturbed areas of land; 
(5) Primitive, semi-primitive nonmotorized and semi-primitive motorized classes 
of dispersed recreation; 
(6) Reference landscapes; 
(7) Natural appearing landscapes with high scenic quality; 
(8) Traditional cultural properties and sacred sites; and 

                                                 
21 36 C.F.R. § 212.55. 



 

 

(9) Other locally identified unique characteristics. 
  
36 C.F.R. 294.11.  The Forest Service must identify and specifically analyze sites within 
IRAs that could be negatively impacted by continued cross-country motorized use.   
 

G. Bald Eagle Wintering 
Motorized routes and corridors should be minimized in bald eagle wintering areas.  

H. Southwestern Willow Flycatcher 
Southwestern willow flycatcher is a migratory riparian-obligate species that breeds in 
patchy to dense riparian habitats along streams or other wetlands, near or adjacent to 
surface water or areas underlain by saturated soil. Dramatic changes to southwestern 
rivers have, however, degraded this population, eliminating and modifying habitat 
necessary for the species’ recovery and very survival.  USFWS 2002. According to the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, habitat loss and modification constitute the flycatcher’s 
greatest threat. Motorized recreation, by contributing to habitat loss and modification and 
otherwise creating disturbance, directly threatens the flycatcher and impedes recovery 
efforts. USFWS, 2002; Aitchison 1977; Blakesley and Reese 1988; Szaro 1980; Riffell et 
al. 1996.  
 

I. Pronghorn core habitat 
 
Pronghorn populations are stable to declining. Noble 2003. It is a third tier species on the 
“Species of Greatest Conservation Need” list. Motorized uses and routes in pronghorn 
habitat should be minimized or eliminated.  
 

J. Mule deer core habitat 
Mule deer (including Coue’s whitetail) respond to motorized vehicles by retreating to 
dense cover, therefore limiting foraging opportunities. Along with road deaths caused by 
direct vehicle collisions, mule deer energy budgets are adversely affected by the loss of 
foraging opportunities while animals respond to off-road activities, both from increased 
movements and from displacement from foraging habitat. Johnson et al., 2004.  Radio-
collared mule deer disturbed by ORVs altered their patterns of foraging and spatial use of 
habitat; deer in undisturbed areas, however, exhibited no such changes.  Yarmoloy et al., 
1988. In addition, harassment of deer resulted in diminished reproductive output in the 
following fawning season, whereas deer that were not harassed experienced no change in 
reproduction. Id.  We recommend careful consideration of the location of routes and 
motorized corridors to minimize the impacts in mule deer core habitat.  

  



 

 

K. Neotropical Migratory Birds 
The Gila River is a major flyway for neotropical migratory birds in the Cliff-Gila valley.  
Motorized use within the GNF may harm birds and other wildlife in violation of the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act (“MBTA”). The MBTA and the international migratory bird 
treaties implemented through the Act impose substantive obligations on federal agencies 
to conserve migratory birds and their habitats. 16 U.S.C. §§ 703-711. Under the MBTA, 
it is unlawful “at any time, by any means or in any manner to . . . kill  . . . any migratory 
birds.” Id. § 703. This applies to government employees who may not intend to kill 
migratory birds but nonetheless take actions that result in the death of protected birds.   In 
addition, Executive Order 13186 signed by former President Clinton on January 10, 
2001, directs federal agencies to take specific actions to further implement the MBTA. 
These actions include integrating bird conservation principles, measures and practices 
into agency activities and avoiding or minimizing adverse impacts to migratory birds and 
their habitats when conducting agency actions. Seasonal restriction on motorized use 
may be necessary where the Forest Service identifies neotropical migratory bird 
nesting, foraging, or roosting habitats.  
 

L. High risk soil erosion hazard, hydrology and slopes 
Numerous high risk soil erosion areas provide habitat for pronghorn, mule deer, 
goshawk, Mexican spotted owl, elk and other species. Soil is the foundation upon which 
all life in the forest grows. While all soils are vulnerable in some degree to compaction 
and erosion from ORV use, certain soils are particularly erodible. Dotzenko et al., 1967. 
ORV routes should not be designated in areas where the soil is classified as highly 
erodible (“severe” or “very severe”) by the Soil Conservation Service22 or the Forest 
Service Manual on soil classification. Motorized routes should not be located in wet, 
poorly-drained soils as compaction is severe.  Burde and Renfro 1986.  
 

M. Mountain Lion Core Habitat 
The mountain lion is a large, wide-ranging carnivore that requires roadless and non-
populated areas for survival and is a focal species recognized by conservation biologists. 
Studies have confirmed the effect of roads on mountain lion movement and habitat. 
Dickson et al., 2005, Van Dyke et al., 1986, Dickson and Beier 2002. Riparian zones 
with vegetation are selected for movement by mountain lions. Dickson et al., 2005. In 
response to roads and human development, mountain lions are found to “travel slowest 
through riparian habitats and fastest through human-dominated areas.” Id. To preserve 
genetic diversity and healthy stable populations of these wide-ranging carnivores, it is 
essential to establish corridors, riparian or otherwise, between large wildlands.   
 

                                                 
22 http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/ 



 

 

N. Black Bear Core Habitat 
The black bear is a large, wide-ranging omnivore. Bears avoid humans and generally 
need non-motorized habitat. Also a focal species recognized by conservation biologists, 
black bear populations are shown to be inversely related to road density in the 
Adirondacks.  Brocke et al., 1990.   
 

O. Elk Summer, Wintering, and Calving 

Elk “habitat effectiveness can be expected to decline by at least 25 percent with a density 
of 1 mile of road per square mile and by at least 50 percent with two miles of road per 
square mile…..As road densities increased to five to six miles per square mile, elk use 
declined to less than 25 percent of potential.” Lyon 1983:594. A comprehensive review 
of the impacts of roads on elk was recently published by Rowland et al. (2005) and 
provides dozens of citations to literature the GNF should consider during the Travel 
Planning process prior to designating roads in elk habitat and prior to allowing cross-
country travel for motorized big game retrieval. Irwin and Peek (1979) found that road 
closures allowed elk to stay in preferred habitat longer while elk in roaded areas were 
displaced.  Leptich and Zager (1991) found that closing roads extended the age structure 
and doubled the bulls per cow sex ratio. Gratson et al. (2000) found that hunter success 
almost doubled when open road density was reduced from 2.54 km/km2 to 0.56 km/km2. 
Rowland et al. (2005) reported that road closures may improve the animals’ performance, 
increase the amount of effective habitat, increase hunting opportunities, decrease damage 
to crops, improve diet quality, increase hunter satisfaction, and decrease vulnerability of 
elk during the hunting season. We have included recommendations for mitigation and 
route closures in elk winter, summer, and calving areas (see Appendix D). See also 
Wisdom et al., 1988, 2000. 
 

P. Endangered, Threatened, Sensitive, Game, and Management 
Indicator Species  
Special care should be taken when considering motorized routes in habitat of endangered, 
threatened or sensitive fauna and flora.  ORV use has been shown to cause stress in many 
animal species and often results in major changes in animal behavior and reduced reproductive 
success or survival.  Joslin and Youmans 1999. ORV routes should not be designated where 
“take” of an endangered species could occur. In addition, ORV routes and corridors should not be 
designated in designated critical habitat for threatened or endangered species (both aquatic and 
terrestrial).  
 
The following species (not an exhaustive list) and their associated habitats should be carefully 
considered by the GNF in this project and consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is 
necessary where this project potentially impacts these species: 

• Chihuahua chub 
• Gila chub 
• Loach minnow 
• Beautiful shiner 



 

 

• Spikedace 
• Gila topminnow 
• Rio Grande cutthroat trout 
• Gila trout 
• Chiricahua leopard frog 
• Mexican garter snake 
• Yellow-billed cuckoo 
• Southwestern willow flycatcher 
• Mexican spotted owl 
• Least tern 
• Mexican gray wolf 
• New Mexico hot springsnail 
• Gila springsnail 
 

Q. Reasearch Natural Areas 
Research Natural Areas (RNAs) are set aside in perpetuity to preserve representative examples of 
specific botanic, aquatic, and geologic features, primarily for non-manipulative scientific and 
educational purposes. These areas contribute to the preservation of examples of significant 
natural ecosystems, provide genetic diversity, and protect habitats of threatened, endangered, or 
sensitive plant and animal species. ORV route designation in these areas would conflict with at 
least three management objectives for RNAs: 1) to protect against human-caused environmental 
disruptions; 2) to serve as reference areas for the study of natural ecological processes; and 3) to 
serve as a baseline for comparing results of manipulative research.23 Furthermore, these areas are 
to be used “only for research and development, study, observation, monitoring, and those 
educational activities that do not modify the conditions for which the Research Natural Area was 
established.”24  ORV route designation is not appropriate in these areas. Research Natural 
Areas in the GNF include the Gila River RNA, Turkey Creek, Rabbit Trap, Largo Mesa, 
and Agua Fria Mountain and ORV use in these areas is prohibited. Forest Service 
1986:49.  
 

R. Continental Divide National Scenic Trail 
The Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (CDNST) is an approximately 3,100 mile 
trail that runs from Canada to Mexico through Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado and 
New Mexico. It was designated a National Scenic Trail in 1978 under the National Trails 
System Act. The intent of National Scenic Trail designation pursuant to the National 
Trails System Act of 1968 is for non-motorized use:  

SEC. 7. [16USC1246]  
The use of motorized vehicles by the general public along any national scenic 
trail shall be prohibited and nothing in this Act shall be construed as 
authorizing the use of motorized vehicles within the natural and historical 
areas of the national park system, the national wildlife refuge system, the 
national wilderness preservation system where they are presently prohibited 

                                                 
23 FSM 4063.02. 
24 FSM 4063.03. 



 

 

or on other Federal lands where trails are designated as being closed to such 
use by the appropriate Secretary. 

 
The 1978 legislation designating National Scenic Trail status for the Continental Divide Trail 
allows for motorized travel “where motorized vehicle use was allowed by administrative 
regulations at the time the route was selected and continued use "will not substantially interfere 
with the nature and purposes" of the Trail.” We recognize that pre-1978 motorized access is 
legally viable given this legislation, but strongly feel that continued motorized use will 
substantially and significantly interfere with the nature and purposes of the trail, and the 
experience sought by hikers and horseback riders on the CDNST.  
 
Within this travel analysis area, the CDNST covers approximately 250 miles of trail of which 
approximately 20% is open to motorized travel.  We believe eliminating motorized routes that 
intersect with the CDNST would better meet the non-motorized intent of National Scenic Trail 
status in addition to reducing user conflicts and preventing continued motorized trespass onto the 
non-motorized sections of the CDT.  The GNF should take advantage of this opportunity to 
manage a nationally important, non-motorized trail that will bring quiet recreationists from 
across the country to southwestern New Mexico to enjoy a sustainable recreation activity for 
generations to come.  The economic benefits to the community that would accompany such uses 
should also be considered in this planning process.   
 
As the units of the National Forest System along the CDNST implement the OHV Rule found at 
36 C.F.R. § 212 et seq., the proposed directives should require these units to designate the 
segments of the special management area within them as primitive or semi-primitive non-
motorized to limit conflicts between quiet recreationists and motor vehicle users.  Allowing local 
trail managers to determine ORV exceptions will undermine the character and purposes of the 
Continental Divide National Scenic Trail.  Hikers, equestrians and CDNST stakeholders do not 
support findings allowing exceptions for ORV traffic on the Continental Divide National Scenic 
Trail. ORV use on the CDNST is contrary to the intent of the proponents of the CDNST and 
Congress: 
 

“The use of motorized vehicles by the general public along any national scenic trail shall 
be prohibited…” 16 U.S.C. § 1246(c). 

 
When Congress designated the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (1978) many mountain 
counties traversed by the Continental Divide Trail remained quiet, rural communities.  All-
Terrain Vehicles (ATVs) had yet to be marketed and vehicles wider than 40-inches were 
prohibited on all national forest trails.25 
 
Today the Rocky Mountain west is booming—new subdivisions, roads and developments reach 
further into wildland interface, placing new pressures on nearby public lands. Many 
intermountain areas have doubled or tripled populations since 1978 with explosive growth 
projected as more people come to the west for our exceptional quality of life.  
 
                                                 
25 The 40-inch rule was removed by the Washington Office of the U.S. Forest Service in June 1990 at the behest of 
the ATV manufacturing industry. 
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The primitive quiet character of the Continental Divide Trail can no longer rely on laisse-faire 
management in a quiet rural west.  Most of its length remains outside protected wilderness 
making unambiguous national standards necessary to retain the Continental Divide as a quiet 
mountain trail. 
 
Furthermore, the travel management rule promulgated in 2005 required the agency, among other 
things, to minimize “Conflicts between motor vehicles use and existing or proposed recreational 
uses of the National Forest System lands or neighboring Federal lands.” 36 C.F.R. § 
212.55(b)(3). The CDNST was created by Congress in 1978, long before OHV use was 
widespread and was virtually non-existent. Therefore non-motorized recreation on the CDNST 
should be considered an “existing” use. 
 
Motor vehicle use may be allowed to cross the CDNST (16 U.S.C. § 1246(c)):  

 
(a) If necessary to meet emergencies, 
(b) where there are existing valid rights, and 
(c) On a designated motor vehicle use route (36 CFR § 212(B)) that crosses the CDNST 

where an affirmative determination has been made that such use  
a. would not substantially interfere with the nature and purposes of the CDNST; and 
b. can be controlled and directed to prevent OHV traffic from driving on the 

CDNST. 
(d) In addition to one of the above three situations being met, motor vehicle use must also 

be allowed by the overall management direction for the land management plan area. 
 
As you may be aware, the CDNST USFS Final Direction was issued in the Federal Register (vol. 
74, no. 199) on October 5, 2009.  This Final Directive clarifies the nature and purpose of the 
CDNST. There should be some recognition of the Final Directive in this management plan, and 
specifically how the GNF will resolve the nature and purpose of the CDNST being defined as a 
non-motorized high quality recreational experience for hikers and horsemen with the current 
management outlined for the Trail in this document.   
 
The GNF should develop and analyze alternatives to the PA that would protect the CDNST from 
motorized uses.  In keeping with the intent, nature and purpose of National Scenic Trail 
designation, we request that as much of CDNST contained within the GNF be designated non-
motorized where possible.   
 

S. Primitive and Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized Areas 
Where these two Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) classes do not overlap with agency or 
citizen-inventoried roadless areas, motorized recreation should not be permitted in these areas. 
Forest Plans and agency policy generally prohibit motorized use in these areas,26 but in situations 
where they do not expressly forbid ORV use, we believe that these areas should not contain 
designated ORV routes, and ORV use for dispersed camping and motorized big game retrieval 
should be prohibited. ORV use conflicts with the objectives of primitive and semi-primitive non-

                                                 
26 FSM 2311.11 – Exhibit 2. 
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motorized areas to provide isolation from the sights and sounds of humans, closeness to nature, 
tranquility, and self-reliance through the application of outdoor skills.  

 

T. Wild and Scenic Rivers 
The Forest Service does not normally permit motorized travel on the trail system in the corridors 
of “Wild” rivers.27 The Forest Service has a mandatory duty to manage its lands to protect such 
rivers and their outstandingly remarkable values in accordance with the purposes of the Wild and 
Scenic Rivers Act.28 “Particular attention shall be given to . . . road construction, and similar 
activities which might be contrary to the purposes of this chapter.”29  All Forest planning must 
account for the potential of future additions of land and water courses under the Wild and Scenic 
Rivers Act and make appropriate management decisions.30  If the Forest Service has not assessed 
the wild and scenic river potential of its rivers within a planning area prior to travel planning, it 
must do so as part of the travel planning process.  Within the GNF, 9 river segments have been 
designated as Wild and Scenic. We are critically concerned about the potential impacts of ORV 
use in the San Francisco River.  Under a 1979 Presidential directive, and related Council on 
Environmental Quality procedures, all federal agencies must seek to avoid or mitigate actions 
that would adversely affect one or more Nationwide River Inventory segments.  The National 
Park Service Nationwide River Inventory lists the San Francisco River from south crossing of 
New Mexico-Arizona state line (SW of Glenwood) upstream to Luna Lake (near Alpine, AZ), as 
possibly possessing outstandingly remarkable values and being entirely within the Gila National 
Forest.31  The values listed for the San Francisco River include scenic, recreation, culture and 
other.   
 

U. Other Special Area Designations 
Responsible officials in the Forest Service designate special Scenic, Geological, Botanical, 
Zoological, Paleontological, Historical, Research Natural or Recreational Areas to protect and 
manage areas of unique value. ORV route designation in these areas should be kept to a 
minimum, especially in areas where ORV use is generally not compatible with protection of 
unique plant and animal life.  In accordance with policy, the Forest Service should “keep 
developments such as roads, trails, and other facilities to the minimum necessary for public 
enjoyment of the area … [and] locate roads, trails, sanitary facilities, picnic grounds, and parking 
spaces without disturbing the special features of the established area.”32 Research Natural Areas 
in the GNF include the Gila River RNA, Turkey Creek, Rabbit Trap, Largo Mesa, and Agua Fria 
Mountain and ORV use in these areas is prohibited. Forest Service 1986:49.  
 
ORV routes and corridors should not be designated in special areas. 

                                                 
27 FSM 2354.42g and FSM 2354.41-Exhibit 01. 
28 16 U.S.C. § 1283(a). 
29 Id. 
30 16 U.S.C. § 1276(d). 
31 http://www.ncrc.nps.gov/rtca/nri/states/nm.html  
32 FSM 2372.4. 
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V. Wolves 
In 1998, an “experimental, non-essential” population of Mexican gray wolves was reintroduced 
into the White Mountains of Arizona and New Mexico. Federal predator control has kept the 
reintroduced population suppressed; at the end of 2008, only 52 wolves and two breeding pairs 
existed in the wilds. Furthermore, predator control is undoing some of the effects of merging the 
three lineages in the wild population, and is thus perpetuating inbreeding depression – with 
concomitant small litter sizes, low body weight, and suspected infertility among males. 
(Fredrickson & Hedrick 2002; Fredrickson et al. 2007). 
 
Studies of roads’ impacts on wolf habitat in the northern Great Lakes region are likely to be 
applicable to the Mexican wolf, as well.  Mladenoff et al. (1995) found that few portions of any 
wolf pack territory throughout this region were located in areas of road density greater than 0.45 
km/km2.  Core areas (defined as 40 percent use) did not exceed road densities of 0.23 km/km2, 
and no portion of any pack area was in an area of road density greater than 1.0 km/km2.  Thiel 
(1985) reported that wolves in Wisconsin could not survive in areas with road densities higher 
that 0.6 km/km2.  Jensen et al. (1986) documented a maximum road density for wolf occupancy 
of 0.6 km/km2 on the Ontario-Michigan border.  Mech et al. (1988) found wolves absent in 
northern Minnesota areas with road densities above 0.58 km/km2.  Mech (1989) later reported 
that wolves persisted in areas with road densities greater than 0.58 km/km2 if they were adjacent 
to extensive roadless areas. We have attached the Center for Biological Diversity’s petition to list 
the Mexican gray wolf as an endangered species under the Endangered Species Act as Appendix 
F and ask the GNF to consider all of the information contained in this petition and include it as 
part of the official record for this project.  

W. Air Quality 
Increased air pollution from increased use on the existing road and motorized trail system is 
imminent. ORV use has increased dramatically in the last several years and will likely continue 
to increase.  The environmental effects of these increases and measures to mitigate them must be 
discussed and analyzed in the environmental analysis of the alternatives. 
 
Fugitive dust (mainly composed of lightweight soil particles, including silt and clay) kicked up 
by motorized vehicles and emissions from vehicle engines are both concerns regarding air 
quality in the planning area. Fugitive dust suspended in the air has the potential to impact more 
total area than any other impact of roads (paved or unpaved) and it can have significant effects 
on ecosystems and wildlife habitat.33  Dust is created and raised into the air as motorized 
vehicles travel on unpaved roads and through proposed dispersed camping and big game 
retrieval areas and is then carried along traffic created wind currents and dispersed along 
roadsides. Once soil surfaces within dispersed camping areas and along FS roads are disturbed, 
wind erosion may increase the amount of debris flow.34 An example of fugitive dust plumes 
caused by OHV traffic is documented in 1973 satellite photos. These photos show six dust 
plumes in the Mojave Desert covering more than 1,700 km2 (656.2 mi2). These plumes were 
attributed to destabilization of soil surfaces resulting from OHV activities.35 In a study prepared 
by Walker and Everett, along Alaskan roads heavily traveled by various types of vehicles, they 
                                                 
33 Forman et al., 2003; Westec, 1979. 
34 Lovich and Bainbridge 1999. 
35 Nakata et al., 1976; Gill 1996. 
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found that dust had buried mosses and very low-statured vegetation in the 10-m-wide area 
adjacent to each side of the road; dust blankets measured up to 10 cm (3.9 in) deep.36 The GNF 
should address the issue of fugitive dust impact on vegetation, including the disruption of 
photosynthetic and respiration processes, leading to reduced plant growth, reproduction, and 
survivorship. Dr. Jane Belnap of the United States Geological Survey recently gave a 
presentation to the Colorado Water Conservancy District.37  Dr. Belnap’s presentation addressed 
the connection between increased temperature, disturbance, invasive species and dust.  This 
presentation focused much attention on the impacts from ORVs and noted the cycle of increasing 
temperatures, which increases dust, which is exacerbated by ORVs, which increases the effects 
of climate change (temperature increases) and the key indicator of these problems being earlier 
snowmelts.   Dr. Belnap also cited dust concerns in her testimony at congressional hearings on 
June 5, 2008.  Of particular concern is the amount of dust that results from motorized routes, 
which settles upon snow pack and alters the melt rate which alters the availability of warm 
season infusion of water into streams and lakes, when such water is critical to wildlife.  We have 
attached the Senate oversight hearing testimony as Appendix G and ask that the GNF specifically 
review pages 3-7, and see also pages 14, 18, 19. 
 
The use of ORVs on designated routes will generate emissions from vehicle engines. Currently, 
many ORVs in use run on 2-stroke engines, including off-highway motorcycles and ATVs, 
which do not burn fuel completely and produce significant amounts of airborne contaminants, 
including nitrogen oxides, carbon monoxide, ozone, aldehydes, and extremely persistent 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH), including the suspected human carcinogen, methyl 
tert-butyl ether (MTBE).38  
 
The Forest Service must quantify these emissions in order to fully understand their likely impact 
on air quality in the planning area.  The Forest Service must include a comprehensive inventory 
of emissions generated by the vehicles traveling these routes.  
 

X. Cultural Sites 
Routes should not be designated through or near cultural sites. Federal agencies are directed to 
“manage cultural resources as a nonrenewable resource to maintain their scientific, historical and 
social integrity.”39 Regulations require that the integrity of cultural sites should supersede route 
designation: “when a cultural resource is threatened by another resource activity, a reasonable 
effort should be made to redesign the activity in order to avoid damage or destruction to the 
property.”40  Given the extensive provision planned for cross-country travel to retrieve downed 
deer and elk, cultural resources across nearly the entire GNF will be exposed to damage from 
off-road vehicle use as well as the associated looting of artifacts that will be facilitated by nearly 
unlimited travel throughout the GNF.  The GNF must ensure compliance with the programmatic 
agreement between the Forest Service in Region 3 and with the New Mexico State Historic 
Preservation Officer for this project. We believe that the programmatic agreement between 
                                                 
36 Walker and Everett 1987. 
37 PowerPoint presentation given September 18, 2009 at the Colorado River Water Conservancy District seminar, attached as 
Appendix U and available online at http://www.crwcd.org/page_305). 
38 See http://www.egr.msu.edu/erl/Small%20Engine%20Emissions.html.  Attached as a reference.  
39 FSM 2361.03 (1) 
40 FSM 2361.21 (2) 
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Region 3 and the SHPO’s from New Mexico may not be valid given the planned broad 
exceptions to the ban on cross-country travel and planned use in riparian corridors.   
 
At a minimum, any unauthorized or new routes being added to designated system and areas open 
to all motorized travel and motorized dispersed camping require complete inventory prior to 
producing a public map depicting these routes or dispersed camping road segments.   It is 
anticipated that the inventory will undoubtedly indicate that certain cultural resource sites are at 
risk and the final decision should ensure that these sites are not exposed to continued or future 
risk.  Where cultural sites are identified as being at risk, routes should be closed or dispersed 
camping eliminated along those segments of the route in the final map.  Designated camping 
corridors require inventory for up to a ¼ mile area beyond camping zone recognizing that 
campers will wander from camping areas, both on foot and on motorized vehicles.  In the event 
that inventory work is not completed prior to distribution of a public map, route or dispersed 
camping segments shall not be depicted on the public map.   We also expect that the draft EIS 
will provide a description of how impacts to cultural resources from game retrieval were 
considered. 
 

Y. Invasive Plants 

Intensive ORV use isn’t a prerequisite for environmental damage. Even one pass of an ORV can 
disturb the soil and usher in the establishment of weedy, invasive plant species Bury, 1980. 
Many invasive plant species, whether native or introduced, thrive in disturbed soils. Minor 
changes in soil moisture and composition can alter plant species communities and tip the balance 
in favor of invasive species. Changes in plant communities, in turn, negatively affect the wildlife 
that depend on the native flora for survival.  Bury and Luckenbach, 1983.  

Roads and trails serve as conduits for non-native plant species. For example, the seeds of one 
highly invasive plant, Spotted Knapweed (Centaurea maculosa), have been shown to hitchhike 
by the thousands on the undercarriages of ORVs, for distances up to 10 miles. Lacey et al., 1997. 
Once exotic species become established in a new locale, it is nearly impossible to keep ORVs 
from distributing these weed seeds in other disturbed areas. An estimated 330,000 acres across 
the U.S. are converted annually from natural habitat to monocultures of invasive weeds. Belnap, 
1998.  

In New Mexico, millions of dollars are spent annually on the control of non-native, invasive 
plant species, mainly salt cedar (Tamarix sp.) along the Rio Grande and Pecos Rivers. If ORVs 
continue to proliferate, and to encroach into previously pristine areas, we can expect that more 
taxpayer funds will be need to be spent on eradication of invasive species.  At public meetings 
salt cedar was specifically noted as an invasive species within the San Francisco River corridor 
by Pat Morrison, District Ranger of the Glenwood Ranger District.  Given the known presence of 
salt cedar within that river corridor, the known ease at which invasives such as salt cedar spread 
with ORV use, and the known costs of eradication of salt cedar in New Mexico, the GNF must 
demonstrate a high level of need to designate a route in the San Francisco River.  
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The following table, adapted from a survey by Dr. George W. Cox (2001), depicts the 
occurrence of alien (also called non-native, exotic, or introduced) plant species in New Mexico, 
from 1915 to 2000. 

 Alien Plant Species in New Mexico 
Year 1915 1980 2000 

Number  136 255 390 

The number of alien plant species (390) in 2000 represents 11% of the total number of plant 
species found in the state. From 1980 to 2000, the number of non-native plant species increased 
by 53%. Although no studies exist on this topic, we could expect that some of this increase can 
be attributed to the proliferation of ORVs.  

We also anticipate that some of our rare, threatened and endangered species, such as Solomon’s 
Seal (Polygonatum biflorum), Goodding’s Onion (Allium gooddingii), Yellow Ladies-Slipper 
(Cypripedium parviflorum), and many others, will be extirpated in the Gila National Forest. 
Similarly, New Mexico endemics, e.g., , Mogollon Deathcamas (Zigadenus mogollonensis), and 
New Mexico Figwort (Scrophularia macrantha), which occur only in a few isolated populations, 
may slip into extinction beneath the tires of off-road vehicles. 

There is evidence that roadless areas are crucial to the conservation of native plant communities. 
A study conducted by Gelbard and Harrison (2003) found that the effect of distance from roads, 
linked with soil type, has a significant impact on the success of native plants. Michael Soule, 
regarded by many ecologists as the “father of conservation biology,” states that “roadless 
habitats act as refuges for native plant diversity.” Soule and Terborgh, 1999.  As ORVs encroach 
into roadless areas, both Wilderness Areas and Inventoried Roadless Areas, these native plant 
refuges will be severely compromised. 

The GNF should consider and fully analyze the impacts of cross-country travel from motorized 
big game retrieval and dispersed camping corridors to the native plant species of New Mexico 
and the likely continued proliferation of invasive species that will accompany such use.   

Z. Climate Change  
The GNF must analyze the impacts of global warming and climate change. For example, to 
what extent does the scientific literature describe the impacts to and appropriate use (including 
motorized recreation) of any and/or all of the habitat types on the forest during short- and long-
term drought and under varied climate regimes? The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change’s (IPCC) most recent assessment demonstrates that climate change – in particular as a 
result of anthropogenic drivers causing global warming – is a pressing issue that must be 
addressed by the world’s communities.41 The debate is now shifting to how we can mitigate 
global warming by reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and, most relevant here, how we can 
adapt our communities and ecosystems to withstand climate change impacts. On this latter front, 

                                                 
41 IPCC, 2007: Summary for Policymakers. In: Climate Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working 
Group I to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Solomon, S., D. Qin, M. Manning, 
Z. Chen, M. Marquis, M. Tignor and H.L. Miller (Eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New 
York, NY, USA (http://ipcc-wg1.ucar.edu/wg1/wg1-report.html).  
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the IPCC assessed the “current scientific understanding of impacts of climate change on natural, 
managed and human systems, the capacity of these systems to adapt and their vulnerability.”42 
The IPCC Report thus serves as a useful starting point for the Forest Service to address climate 
change impacts to the GNF and consider appropriate conservation measures necessary to protect 
the GNF’s natural and cultural resources.43  

 
The IPCC, made up of over 1,000 scientists from over 100 countries, recently concluded that it is 
“very likely” (90 percent probability) that human activities are the main cause of global 
warming.  The potential environmental consequences that may be caused by global climate 
change are both enormous and alarming.  There is no longer any reasonable doubt that human-
caused pollution is already resulting in substantial changes to the global environment.44     
 
Moreover, scientists, including Forest Service researchers, have already recognized global 
warming as a key threat to biodiversity.45  In fact, the United States Government Accountability 
Office recently recommended that the Secretary of Agriculture develop guidance to advise 
managers on how to address climate change effects on the resources that they manage.46     
 
The nation’s public lands, and especially the national forests, play a critical role in providing 
habitat and protection for hundreds of fish and wildlife species.  The vast majority of the public 
has repeatedly made clear that it places a high value on the use of National Forest System lands 
for fish and wildlife protection. With a growing and sprawling population, resulting in the 
continued fragmentation of private lands, along with the unprecedented uncertainty created by 
the current climate crisis, the Forest Service must address the issues of global warming in 
conjunction with Travel Management Planning.  
 
Forests are the most significant terrestrial stores of living carbon, and in fact slow global 
warming by storing and sequestering carbon.47  “Forest plants and soils drive the global carbon 
cycle by sequestering carbon dioxide through photosynthesis and releasing it through 
respiration.”48  Through photosynthesis, plants capture carbon dioxide and convert it to plant 
                                                 
42 IPCC, 2007: Summary for Policymakers. In: Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution of 
Working Groups III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [Solomon, S., D. Qin, 
M. Manning, Z. Chen, M. Marquis, M. Tignor and H.L. Miller (Eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United 
Kingdom and New York, NY, USA (www.ipcc.ch/SPM13apr07.pdf) (“IPCC Report”). 
43 Of note, the Global Climate Change Prevention Act of 1990 (7 U.S.C. §§ 6701 et seq.) establishes a program whereby the 
program’s director must “ensure that recognition of the potential for climate change is fully integrated into the research, planning, 
and decision-making processes of the Department [of Agriculture].” 
44 See, e.g., Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (“IPCC”) February, 2007, Summary for Policymakers, “Climate 
Change 2007: The Physical Science Basis,” available at http://ipcc-wg1.ucar.edu/wg1/wg1-report.html. 
45 See e.g., Malcom, Jay R.; Liu, Canran; Neilson, Ronald P.; Hansen, Lara; Hannah, Lee, “Global Warming and Extinctions of 
Endemic Species from Biodiversity Hotspots,” Conservation Biology, Vol. 20(2): 538-548 (2006) See also Matthews, Stephen 
N.; O’Connor, Raymond J.; Iverson, Louis R.; Prasad, Anantha M., “Atlas of Climate Change Effects on 150 Bird Species of the 
Eastern United States,” Forest Service Northeastern Research Station Gen. Tech. Report NE-318 (2004) (projecting that as many 
as 78 of 150 common bird species may decrease by at least 25 percent due to global climate change); and the IPCC’s April, 2007, 
Summary for Policymakers, “Climate Change 2007: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability,” available at http://www.ipcc-
wg2.org/index.html. 
46 August, 2007, U.S. GAO Report, “Climate Change: Agencies Should Develop Guidance for Addressing the Effects on Federal 
Land and Water Resources,” available at http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d07863.pdf. 
47 See Union of Concerned Scientists, “Recognizing Forests’ Role in Climate Change,” available at 
http://www.ucsusa.org/global_warming/solutions/recognizing-forests-role-in-climate-change.html See also Heiken, D., “The 
Straight Facts on Forests, Carbon, and Global Warming,” available at http://tinyurl.com/2by9kt 
48 Id.  
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matter that then feeds the base of the entire planetary food chain.49  Old-growth forests are able 
to store massive amounts of carbon in their trunks as well as in the soil.50 
 
When forests are degraded or logged, their stored carbon is released back into the atmosphere 
during harvest and through respiration, thus becoming net contributors of carbon to the 
atmosphere.51  Forests are able to help mitigate global warming in at least three ways: conserving 
existing forests to avoid emissions associated with forest degradation or clearing; sequestration 
by increasing forest carbon absorption capacity - occurring primarily by planting trees or 
facilitating the natural regeneration of forests, and the substitution of sustainably produced 
biological products.52  In other words, to help our forest store more carbon, and thereby alleviate 
the leading cause of global warming, we need healthy forests.53 
 
When compared to the 20th century average, the western United States has experienced an 
increase in average temperature during the last five years that is 70 percent greater than the world 
as a whole.54  Of special concern is that the increase in temperatures occurs more at higher 
elevations than lower elevations, affecting snow resources which supply much of the western 
United States’ fresh water supply.55  The IPCC projects that warming of the western climate will 
continue, making it imperative the GNF consider the impacts of global warming on each 
proposed action, including travel management.   
 
Global climate change presents a significant threat to the current ecosystems of the southwest.56  
One indication of climate change in the Southwest is that with increasing average temperatures, 
especially in summer, both the diversity and composition of flowering plant taxa are changing, 
particularly at higher elevations.57  Rare and endemic species; species relatively “immobile” due 
to limited pollinators, seed dispersal, or reproduction; and species at higher elevations are 
particularly vulnerable to climate change.58 Wetlands and high-elevation communities such as 
spruce forest face particularly serious threats in southwestern forests. 
 
Betancourt (2007) suggested that “the abrupt warming beginning in the 1980’s” may be 
responsible for the “exponential spread of buffelgrass (Pennisetum ciliare) in the Sonoran 
Desert, which will continue to spread northward and upward with progressive warming.” It 
seems likely that warmer winter temperatures are a factor in the establishment of invasive 
species at higher elevations. Grasses are particularly susceptible to dispersal by motor vehicles as 
are tamarisk in riparian corridors.  
 
The GNF provides critical linkages for wildlife populations between the sky islands of southern 
New Mexico and Arizona. Habitat fragmentation is the most serious threat to biological diversity 
                                                 
49 See Heiken, D., “The Straight Facts on Forests, Carbon, and Global Warming,” available at http://tinyurl.com/2by9kt.   
50 Id. 
51 Union of Concerned Scientists, 2004. 
52 Id. 
53 Id. 
54 Saunders, Stephen, C. Montgomery, T. Easley, and T. Spencer.  2008.  Hotter and Drier, 2: The West’s Changed Climate.  
Arizona’s New Mexico’s average temperatures were 2.2 1.3 degrees Fahrenheit warmer in 2003-2007 than for the previous 100 
years. (Hotter and Drier, 41)Saunders 2008:43) 
55 Hotter and Drier, Saunders et al., 2008:5. 
56 Weltzin and McPherson, 1995. 
57 Breshears, et al., 2008; Crimmins, et al., 2008; Kelly and Goulden, 2008, Parmesan and Yohe, 2003. 
58 Morse et al., 1995. 
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and is the primary cause of the present extinction crisis.  This conclusion is supported by several 
prominent conservation biologists (Wilcox and Murphy 1983; Meffe and Carroll 1997). Roads, 
both paved and primitive, constitute a major cause of North American forest habitat 
fragmentation.59 As global warming continues, wildlife connectivity will increase in importance 
to best ensure the persistence, even survival, for many species.  In addition, roads significantly 
contribute to soil erosion, loss of vegetation and microbiotic organisms, and the invasion of non-
native species. These impacts further reduce the native biodiversity and resiliency of ecosystems. 
 
The GNF must address the issues of smaller snowpack, earlier snowmelt, less rainfall, increased 
temperatures and the impacts associated with these phenomena on ecosystems in connection with 
the Travel Management Plan to properly determine the impacts of the proposed route system on 
the GNF.  Additionally, impacts associated with pest and disease outbreaks in forests should be 
analyzed along with the TMP as these impacts are expected to increase with global warming.60  
The analysis of the impacts of global warming in conjunction with the impacts of off-road 
vehicle use are especially important given the known ability of off-road vehicles to act as a 
dispersal agent for noxious species.  
 
The environmental analysis must consider and disclose the potential consequences of motorized 
recreation in the GNF in conjunction with the impacts of global warming. 
 

AA. Engine Noise Propagation and Natural Soundscapes 
The GNF must consider the potential impacts of the propagation of engine noise around roads 
and recreational trails in either its route-specific assessment or its analysis of cumulative impacts 
of the motorized system (or both), especially its impacts on natural soundscapes and any 
sensitive species or areas. The Forest Service must locate ORV areas and trails to “ensure the 
compatibility of such uses with existing conditions in populated areas, taking into account noise 
and other factors.”61 At the very least, the Forest Service must consider “compatibility of motor 
vehicle use with existing conditions in populated areas, taking into account sound, emissions, 
and other factors.”62 Scientific evidence supports the importance of natural sounds for wildlife, 
ecosystems and people. National Park Service’s Natural Sounds Program Center developed two 
annotated bibliographies: one regarding the impact that sound has on wildlife and another on the 
impact sound has on park visitors.63 Please accept these two annotated bibliographies (attached 
as Appendix H and I) as part of the administrative record.64  We encourage you to review these 
documents to inform the GNF’s travel management planning process.  
 
We again refer the GNF to the BMPs we have attached, in particular the section on user conflicts 
and quiet use. See BMPs § 5.  Executive Order 11644 (as amended by E.O. 11989) states that 
                                                 
59 Trombulak and Frissell 2000; Strittholt and Dellasala 2001. 
60 Hotter and Drier, 21.  The IPCC reports with “very high confidence” that insect outbreaks are increasing and are likely to 
intensify in a warmer future with drier soils…” 
61 Executive Order 11644 (Sec. 3(a)(3)). 
62 36 C.F.R. 212.55(b)(5). 
63 Impacts of Noise and Overflights on Wildlife Annotated Bibliography. National Park Service Natural Sounds Program Center. 
Available at http://www.nature.nps.gov/naturalsounds/publications/wildlifebiblio.pdf. And Visitor Experience and Soundscapes: 
Annotated Bibliography. National Park Service Natural Sounds Program Center and Colorado State University. Available at 
http://www.nature.nps.gov/naturalsounds/publications/Biblio_visitor_experience_soundscapes_2006.pdf.  
64 42 U.S.C. § 4332(C). 
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designation decisions shall locate areas and trails open to ORV use “based upon the protection of 
the resources of the public lands, promotion of the safety of all users of those lands, and 
minimization of conflicts among the various uses of those lands.”  The FS is required to 
“minimize conflicts between motor vehicle use and existing or proposed recreational uses of 
National Forest System lands.” 36 C.F.R. § 212.55.   
 
Unlike many of the other BMPs that relate to forest health, there is not necessarily much 
information available to guide the Forest in how to avoid use conflicts and to manage for quiet 
use, and these BMPs provide an authoritative guide for you to reference.  See § 5.2 
(“Justification for Use Conflicts BMPs).  The Forest needs to employ a rational approach in 
meeting use conflict provisions and the BMPs provide such an approach.  If the Forest Service 
chooses not to adhere to these BMPs, please explain your rationale for not using the BMPs, as 
well as the alternative approach employed by the agency and any scientific data supporting that 
approach. 
 
Many spatial models and software packages are available for analyzing potential noise 
propagation from transportation systems, including a GIS model that The Wilderness Society 
recently developed for the specific purpose of analyzing noise propagation from off-road 
vehicles in forest landscapes. This model is based on the System for the Prediction of Acoustic 
Detectability (SPreAD), a workbook issued by the Forest Service and Environmental Protection 
Agency for land managers to “evaluate potential … acoustic impacts when planning the multiple 
uses of an area.” We adapted the SPreAD model to a GIS environment, so that potential noise 
impacts could be integrated with other variables being considered in the travel management 
planning process. We have included the user’s guide for the SPreAD-GIS model as an appendix 
to this document (Appendix J), and we would be happy to provide an up-to-date version of the 
software at your request. The SPreAD-GIS model can be implemented in your existing ArcGIS 
software at no additional cost. 
 
Noise generated by the average ATV engines can reach sound levels of 81 -111db.65  This noise 
level is equivalent to a rock concert or a busy street. Because of the way they are driven, with 
frequent engine revving, the sound level is not constant. Noise from an ATV can be loud enough 
to interfere with a conversation 800 feet away depending on vegetation and landscape.66 When 
this level of noise is generated by more than one vehicle, the resulting noise can be audible more 
than two miles away.67 It is therefore very difficult to get away from motorized recreation in the 
GNF outside of wilderness areas.  We have attached a “noise map” demonstrating this difficulty.  
Appendix W. Those seeking quiet and solitude will have a difficult time escaping the sounds of 
ORVs, which reduces the ability of these users to access the forest in a manner which they enjoy.  
 
We recommend that the GNF analyze the potential impacts of the propagation of engine noise 
from ORVs around roads and recreational trails in either its route-specific assessment or its 
analysis of cumulative impacts, or both, especially impacts on natural soundscapes, sensitive 
species, and non-motorized recreational users. We recommend that the GNF use TWS’ SPreAD 
Model to evaluate the potential acoustic impacts on the planning area from engine noise in this 

                                                 
65 Bluewater Network 2002. 
66 Karasin 2003:23. 
67 Karasin 2003:23. 
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process. We recommend GNF take appropriate action to reduce route density and ensure quiet 
landscapes based on the findings from your noise propagation analysis. 
 

VIII. Forest Wide recommendations 

A. Motorized Big Game Retrieval and Dispersed Camping 
In designating routes, the responsible official has some latitude to “include in the designation the 
limited use of motor vehicles within a specific distance of certain designated routes, and if 
appropriate within specified time periods, solely for the purposes of dispersed camping or 
retrieval of a downed big game animal.” (36 C.F.R. 212.51(b)). In former Chief Bosworth’s 
memo entitled, “Implementation of the Travel Management Rule” (referenced in the June 8, 
2006 letter “Travel Management, Schedule for Implementation”), he directs officials to apply the 
rule “sparingly” rather than issue blanket exceptions. We also oppose any broad exceptions that 
allow cross-country travel to camp or retrieve big game. These exceptions would make 
enforcement of authorized routes difficult at best and would lead to wide swaths of impact, as 
motorized vehicle users would be authorized to go a certain distance off trail at any point along 
the route system. Additionally, the Forest Plan for the GNF states that the GNF shall “[m]anage 
the following areas to maintain these existing Semi-Primitive recreation opportunities[,]” which 
include areas contiguous to the Gila, Aldo and Blue Range wilderness areas, among many others.  
Forest Service 1986:27. Allowing motorized cross-country travel in these areas would be in 
direct contradiction to the direction to maintain these areas as Semi-Primitive.68  
 
Thus, we have the following recommendations for treatment of dispersed camping, big-game 
retrieval and gathering of forest products. 

1. Motorized Big Game Retrieval (MBGR) Strategy 
 
National forests in Region 3 provide hunting opportunities that are important to the public; 
however, we do not support exceptions to the ban on cross-country travel for big game 
retrieval except in the case of disabled hunters.  The GNF proposes to allow cross-country 
motorized game retrieval for up to 1 mile from any designated route. Forest Service 2009:5.   
 
While hunting is a legitimate use of Forest Service lands, we urge the GNF and all Ranger 
Districts to consider the New Mexico Department of Game and Fish’s (NMDGF) strong and 
appropriate position of not advocating for an exception for motorized game retrieval. We also 
ask the Forest to consider NMDGF’s recognition “that any OHV use off designated roads and 

                                                 
68 We note that the Gila National Forest Plan does not include a Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized classification but 
does include a Semi-Primitive Motorized classification.  The definition of the Semi-primitive ROS in the forest plan 
states: an area characterized by moderate opportunity for solitude in a predominately unmodified natural 
environment, with a moderate degree of trail maintenance.  Semi-primitive motorized ROS is defined as: a 
classification of the ROS characterized by moderately dominant alterations by man, with strong evidence of 
primitive roads and/or trails.  Semi-primitive non-motorized ROS is defined as well: a classification of the ROS 
characterized by few and/or subtle modifications by man, and with high probability of isolation from the sites and 
sounds of man.  Designation of the riparian corridor in the San Francisco River and Big and Little Dry creeks would 
necessarily require signage that would negatively impact the ROS classifications of this area.   
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trails establishes tracks that stimulate additional unintended use and subsequent habitat 
degradation, thereby compromising effective control.” NMDGF 2006. In addition, the agency 
“encourages USFS to consider hunting-related OHV activities similar to any other OHV 
recreational activity that occurs on USFS lands and apply appropriate restrictions equally.” 
NMDGF2006.  The proposal to allow MBGR is perplexing to us because of well-known wildlife 
habitat impacts outlined by NMDGF.  
 
We believe an exception to the ban on cross country travel for big game retrieval will create 
enforcement problems and will likely create more conflict and resource damage because many 
dispersed camp sites and user-created routes receive use only during hunting season. These 
concerns are supported by the release of an Arizona Game and Fish Department 2006 statewide 
survey of active hunters that indicated that disruption caused by ORVs was among the top four 
“barriers to participating in hunting” in Arizona. In fact 54% of the respondents indicated that 
disruption caused by ORV use was a significant barrier to their participation in hunting.69  
 
Experiences on forests beyond Region 3 are also illustrative.  In the Grand Mesa National Forest 
(GMNF) in Colorado, a provision allowing cross-country travel for motorized big game retrieval 
was discontinued after a determination that the privilege of MBGR had been “systematically 
abused.”70  The GMNF discovered that under the guise of game retrieval: (1) travel into areas 
outside game retrieval areas was common; (2) law enforcement challenges and disruption of the 
hunting experience of others was extensive; (3) travel occurred outside the designated time; (4) 
additional illegal routes were created and new routes “continue[d] to be pioneered into areas;” 
and (5) unacceptable environmental effects resulted with the creation of additional illegal routes 
in the forest.  The GMNF also found that the privilege imposed “an unreasonable burden on law 
enforcement personnel to demonstrate proof that a rider is actually traveling to a downed 
animal.” 
 
Aside from a few forests in Arizona, most forests undergoing travel planning in neighboring 
states are eliminating this exception. Again, turning to Colorado, both the Gunnison and White 
River National Forests are refusing to allow motorized cross-country travel to retrieve big-game. 
Additionally, all forests in USFS Region 4 are following suit, including the Dixie, Fishlake and 
Ashley National Forests in neighboring Utah. We urge the GNF to follow this example set by 
your colleagues just north of the state line.  
 
The fact that many wildlife species, including mule deer and elk, avoid roads (Thiessen 1976; 
Rowland et al. 2005; Rost and Bailey 1979; Berry and Overly 1976; Lyon 1979, 1983; Yarmaloy 
1988) and prefer roadless areas is well documented in the literature (Stritthold and Dellasalla 
2001). MBGR in prime big game habitat will increase motorized access to comparatively secure 
areas, to the detriment of the big game species as well as other wildlife, negatively impacting 
species diversity contrary to NFMA, and where endangered species habitat is located requiring 
analysis of each area where MBGR is permitted under § 7 of the Endangered Species Act by the 
GNF.    
 

                                                 
69 Arizona Department of Game and Fish, Wildlife News, January 2006. 
70 Notification to Discontinue Downed Game Retrieval off-route on the Grand Mesa National Forest, February 2005, Appendix 
Q.  (Forest Service 2005) 
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Research findings demonstrate that road closures actually increase hunting opportunities and 
hunter satisfaction (Rowland et al., 2005). In addition, Gratson et al., (2000) found hunter 
success almost doubled when open road density is reduced from 4.25 mi/mi2 to about 1.0 mi/mi2 

(2.54 km/km2 to 0.56 km/km2).  
 
The agency cannot simply allow an exception for MBGR, but rather, must provide justification 
for that decision.  In this justification, the GNF must address the "cumulative impacts" of the 
exception because NEPA requires the GNF to consider the direct, indirect and cumulative 
impacts of their actions (42 U.S.C. 4332(C)).  The forests in Region 3 that have proposed MBGR 
have done so only for elk.  When deer are included in the motorized big game retrieval provision 
in addition to elk, this dramatically increases the potential number of successful hunts and has 
the potential to dramatically increase the number of off-road vehicles being used for game 
retrieval.  Because the GNF is the only forest in Region 3 proposing to allow an exception to the 
ban on cross-country travel for both deer and elk, the GNF faces an even higher burden to justify 
the need for this activity and will need to address cumulative effects that will be far greater than 
those of other forests.   
 
We believe that after the GNF considers the cumulative impacts of allowing cross-country 
MBGR, it must come to the conclusion that the benefits to a very small number of humans71 are 
far outweighed by the damage to the environment.  This is especially true given that motorized 
big game retrieval is a relatively recent phenomenon and given the existence of myriad 
alternatives to motorized game retrieval including, but not limited to: use of wheeled, non-
motorized carts; game harnesses; use of outfitters to assist in the transportation of large game 
animals; use of fellow hunters in retrieving game; field dressing the game prior to transportation.  
Even if on balance the agency believes the impacts from MBGR will be beneficial, the GNF 
must consider the ecological, aesthetic, historic, cultural, economic, social, and health impacts of 
allowing MBGR. 
  
The GNF offers no justification or evidence of a need that would legitimize cross-country travel.  
The exception for motorized game retrieval has the potential to open up more than 2.289 million 
acres of forest land to motorized use, has the potential to undermine the purpose of the TMR, and 
is not consistent with the TMR. Such an exception will create a good deal of confusion among 
the public, confound ranger attempts at consistent enforcement, and lead to an ever expanding 
network of motorized routes across public forest lands.  Prohibitions on cross-country travel do 
not limit big game hunting, but simply imply that successful hunters will employ traditional 
methods of game retrieval.  
 
The TMR clearly states that for motor vehicle use for big game retrieval, the responsible official 
“may include…the limited use of motor vehicles within a specified distance of certain designated 
routes solely for the purpose of retrieval of downed big game…”  (36 C.F.R. § 212.51(b)) 
(emphasis added).  Because there is no legitimate need for motorized big-game retrieval except 
in the case of disabled users, we do not support any exception to the ban on motorized cross-
country travel for this purpose, as stated in our prior comments submitted October 31, 2008.  We 
have attached a map showing the areas of the GNF that will be open to motorized travel under 
                                                 
71 At public meetings held during this scoping period, Forest Service staff repeatedly acknowledged that only a very 
small number of hunters would actually engage in motorized big game retrieval.   
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the proposed MBGR regime.  See Appendix R.  We specifically request the GNF demonstrate 
how their proposed MBGR plan is limited and how the impacts from such a vast exception to the 
ban on cross-country travel will be analyzed.  
 
The GNF must develop alternatives to be analyzed in the EIS that do not include any exception 
for MBGR.  Any allowance for motorized big game retrieval must be accompanied by a 
demonstrated need for this provision, including valid estimates of the number of hunters who 
apply for deer and elk tags, the number of tags issued for deer and elk, the number of successful 
hunts expected, the number of hunters anticipated to use motorized vehicles to retrieve game, 
and the distance hunters are expected to travel off-road for retrieval of downed game.  The GNF 
must also analyze the impacts of projected MBGR on the experience of other hunters.   
 
We have attached recent articles from New Mexico newspapers and newsletters and ask the GNF 
to review these documents and include them as part of the public record. Attached as Appendix 
K, L and S.  Appendix S is the NMDGF newsletter for Fall 2009 indicating the best hunting is 
located away from roads and ORV use.    
 

2. Dispersed Camping Corridor (DC) Strategy 
 
Dispersed camping opportunities add to the character of Forest Service land, but we do not 
support the practice of allowing excessive motorized cross-country travel (driving) to maintain 
these opportunities.  
  
The PA proposes, as mentioned above, travel off designated routes within 300 feet of either side 
of 1,520 miles of roads.  Forest Service 2009:5. We fail to understand, and cannot find any 
rationale for, the proposed designation of 1,520 miles of dispersed camping corridors.  These 
corridors would threaten adverse resource impacts on approximately 114,000 acres.  The 
proposal does not indicate that users should take the most direct route to the chosen camp site 
within the corridor, and we remain skeptical that the Forest Service will be able to enforce the 
distance limits or other travel within the corridor as ORV users search for or link campsites. 
Recent studies and polling reveal that many, if not most ORV recreationists at times ignore route 
restrictions and deliberately travel cross-country.  Kiely and Kassar 2007; PEER 2007a.  The 
cross-country exemption allowed in camping corridors would most likely result in a de facto 
113,000-acre open cross country area that is vulnerable to resource damage. While some of this 
area may be inaccessible due to terrain, given the increasing technology and power of ORVs, it is 
foreseeable and likely that ORV users will push the limits of not only their machines, but also the 
restrictions on motorized dispersed camping.  

 

We direct the GNF to its Forest Plan Standards and Guidelines for guidance when refining the 
plan to open these designated camping areas and corridors to motorized use.     
 
Allowing motorized travel on over 114,000 acres of forest is not in line with the cautionary 
approach to land management.  We are concerned that many of the proposed dispersed camping 
corridors will degrade already compromised soils, watersheds and wildlife habitat. 
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Confining camping to previously disturbed, existing campsites as part of a designated campsite 
system would greatly reduce the threat of campsite proliferation and the likely serious impacts to 
natural and cultural resources. We urge the GNF to abandon the camping corridor concept and 
adopt a forest-wide policy of designated sites, including when necessary, designated short spurs 
or routes to these sites and/or allowing parking adjacent to designated routes, within one car 
length of the route.  This will serve to protect the environment and other users and will not 
detract from a visitor’s camping experience.  
 
Designating fixed distances from open routes in which motorized cross-country travel is allowed 
for dispersed camping is difficult to enforce and maintain.  Given the limited resources for 
enforcement, if users are allowed to travel off route to find a camping spot, user-created routes 
will increase and the “car camping corridor” will increase each season.72  Because the GNF has 
not indicated that campers must use the most direct route to a dispersed camping site, it is very 
likely that these dispersed camping/game retrieval corridors will become de facto ORV “areas” in 
which visitors will be able to drive anywhere within the corridor on the guise of seeking a 
camping site, making it nearly impossible for Forest Service Law Enforcement Officers (LEOs) 
to enforce the restriction that these areas are to be used for camping or game retrieval only.  It 
will be quite difficult for LEOs to prove that a traveler was not seeking a camping site as they 
wander throughout the corridor.  
 
At a minimum, the Forest Service must analyze an alternative that does not make an exception for 
motorized dispersed camping.  
 

B. The designation of 81.5 miles of unauthorized routes is 
inappropriate 
 
Until route densities are reduced within acceptable limits, the GNF should not consider 
incorporating user-created routes or the creation of new routes. Instead, the GNF must take 
action to reduce route densities to within the one-mile per square mile road density standard.  In 
demonstrating compliance, the GNF should calculate route density using all routes designated 
open to motorized use – whether classified as a road or trail – and include ML 1 routes. ML 1 
routes and user-created routes that are not designated for motorized use should only be excluded 
from route density calculations once they are decommissioned and obliterated. Until that point, 
these routes are still relevant to route density calculations.  
 
User-created routes are very rarely, if ever, constructed to any engineering standard and are also 
very rarely needed for resource development.  Rather, these renegade routes are shortcuts or 
thrill-routes for motorized users who fail to respect closure orders, restrictions to stay on trails, or 
other forest users.   These routes pose the greatest threat to public safety and contribute the most 
to environmental degradation because there were not designed or constructed to any acceptable 
standards.  Therefore, the GNF must, prior to designating any user-created routes on the MVUM, 
demonstrate the need for user-created routes as well as demonstrate that the user-created route is 
constructed to engineering standards appropriate to the area.  
                                                 
72 See attached Powerpoint: Motor Vehicle Assisted Dispersed Camping in National Forest, Southern Rockies Conservation 
Alliance.  Especially note slides 9, 10, and 11. Appendix V. 
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C. Conversion of motorized roads to motorized trails 
We strongly caution the GNF against converting motorized roads to motorized trails. While we 
believe that the conversion of roads to trails is generally preferable to the creation of new 
motorized routes or the authorization of user-created routes, these conversions will present the 
GNF with potentially significant issues.  These issues include: (1) less frequent maintenance and 
lower standards for trails than roads which could cause increased resource degradation; (2) 
underestimated wildlife and watershed impacts from motorized use if trails are excluded from 
road density calculations; (3) reduced funding for routes reclassified as motorized trails; and (4) 
the false impression that maintenance backlogs are being reduced if trails are excluded from 
maintenance backlog calculations.  To address these issues, we recommend that the GNF include 
all motorized trails for purposes of calculating route densities, understanding environmental 
impacts, and complying with protective standards and guidelines. We also recommend that the 
GNF track and ensure the maintenance of motorized trails in the same manner as roads.    
 
We are extremely concerned about the proposed designation of motorized trails in the PA.  The 
PA states that the “conversion of roads to motorized or non-motorized trails would entail such 
things as signing, restricting access based on type of trail designation, and using mechanical 
equipment to define or establish applicable tread width over the length.” Forest Service 2009:4.   
 

D. The Proposed Action does not address Effective Closures 
 
The Forest Service should develop a timeline and priorities for the physical closure, stabilization, 
decommissioning, and obliteration of unneeded, user-created, and damaging routes. Yet the PA 
does not indicate that the GNF intends to carry out this intention. Given the very small law 
enforcement capacity of the GNF, it would be prudent to create a plan that effectively 
decommissions these routes in such a way as to ensure effective closure. It will be impossible to 
truly close routes without making them physically impassable. Each route, of course, has its own 
set of circumstances that require appropriate closure methods. 
 
To make the closure implementation process speedy and effective, we suggest that the GNF 
make and implement a clear plan of priorities and methods for individual route closures. In 
addition to heightening the importance of physical closures, such a plan would be a valuable tool 
in securing additional funding for priority areas, working with volunteer groups to implement 
easier closures, and soliciting expertise on more complex topics such as recontouring. 
 
We recommend that such a plan could include a complete list of all closed routes, with nearby or 
linked routes that can be served by the same closure project grouped together. For each route, the 
following variables should be determined: 
  

1. A “damage occurring” level, 1-5 or similar rating, based on the amount of damage 
occurring or imminent to the route area (e.g. potential slope failure, stream sedimentation, 
intrusion into critical habitat, incursions onto nonmotorized trails) 
  
2. A “recommended method of closure” category, based on the nature of the surrounding 
terrain and the current use situation (e.g., full road removal and slope recontour, blocking 
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with logs, ripping the first hundred yards, lining  the roadsides with large rocks, reseeding 
the roadway) 
  
3. An “anticipated law enforcement presence” level, estimating the number of times per 
year (or month, or week) a law enforcement officer could visit the closed route 
  
4. An “ease of physical closure” level, based on the recommended method of closure and 
the ease of implementing that method (e.g. accessibility of site for equipment) 
  
5. Estimated costs of physical closure 
 
6. Priority Schedule. Based on the above factors, a priority category for closure should be 
assigned to each route group. Each category should have a deadline for completion of 
closures. For example, a route group with a high damage level that could be fairly easily 
accessed, ripped and blocked might receive a Category One designation, with closure to 
be accomplished within one year. 

 
Creative implementation suggestions include the use of professional contractors, involvement of 
citizen volunteer groups and assessing the availability of funds from the Legacy Roads 
Remediation Initiative. 
 
We asked Forest Service staff if many of the roads marked in red (“propose to close”) on the 
maps presented at public meetings were old logging roads that had already been closed and were 
told that this was in fact the case.  We note that the Fiscal Year 2008 Monitoring Report for the 
GNF identified 572 miles of roads that were currently closed.  Forest Service 2009b:9.  We 
therefore question not only the GNF’s ability to permanently close roads in the GNF, but also 
question how many of the roads classified as closed in the proposed action are roads that had 
previously been classified or designated as closed through prior NEPA projects.  The fact that 
currently closed roads were labeled in red on the maps presented at public meetings and online 
for this project has lead the public to the misperception that the Forest Service is closing many 
more miles of roads through this project than is actually the case.  We again reiterate our request 
that the GNF prepare a proper baseline from which to complete the Environmental Impacts 
Statement.  

E. The Proposed Action Fails to Envision a Travel Management Plan 
to Ensure Effective Motorized Recreation Managmement  and 
enforcement.  
 
We are concerned that the GNF may simply publish an MVUM and complete a NEPA analysis 
divorced from a meaningful Travel Management Plan setting forth how the Forest Service will 
actually implement and manage motorized recreation and routes over time, in particular given 
that motorized recreation use is a dynamic, ongoing use of the GNF. The need for a Travel 
Management Plan conforms to the Executive Orders’ mandate to minimize resource impacts and 
minimize conflicts with other National Forest users and nearby communities (Executive Order 
11644, §§ 3(a)(1)-(4), as amended), as well as the Forest Service’s responsibilities pursuant to 
NFMA and NEPA. 
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By developing and implementing a robust Travel Management Plan, not just an MVUM, line 
officers, law enforcement officers, forest protection officers, and resource specialists are 
provided with clearly-defined management direction, can focus adaptive management strategies, 
and are empowered with the authority to protect Forest resources when motorized recreation 
causes unacceptable negative impacts. This best ensures effective travel management in harmony 
with the broader landscape, resource management objectives, limited agency resources, other 
recreational uses, and enforcement strategies. Given how essential these actions are to effective, 
meaningful resource management, to the GNF’s consideration of reasonable management 
alternatives (40 C.F.R. § 1502.14), and to understanding the environmental impacts of the route 
designations (40 C.F.R. §§ 1508.7, 1508.8), it would be improper to exclude these travel 
management components from the current travel planning process. It is, fundamentally, a 
planning process, not just a designation process. 
 
The threat posed by motorized recreation on the GNF cannot be solved by the mere publication 
of an MVUM. Significant degradation to the forest’s natural and cultural resources has already 
been caused by the proliferation of extensive networks of unauthorized and damaging user-
created routes on the GNF. To properly comply with the spirit and intent of Executive Order 
11644, as amended, the TMR, and the Forest Service’s intertwined responsibilities pursuant to, 
for example, NFMA, NEPA, ESA, CWA, and the NHPA, the Forest Service must acknowledge 
and remedy this past degradation. Simply put, the MVUM is a map – not the actual environment 
– and just because motorized use will be prohibited on these routes does not remedy existing 
degradation.  
 
We therefore strongly recommend that all alternatives developed as part of the GNF’s travel 
planning process include a Travel Management Plan that incorporates the plan components 
described  in Appendix M, a timeframe for their implementation, and anticipated budget 
requests necessary to meet the outlined goals and objectives.  

 

F. Areas Open to all Motorized Vehicle Use  
 

General concerns regarding areas open to all motorized vehicle use: 
The GNF has identified 113.5 acres that will be open to all motorized vehicle use.  Forest 
Service 2009:4.  We believe the GNF is mistakenly applying the exception to the ban on cross-
country travel for ORV areas because the Forest Service wants to allow dispersed camping in 
several areas throughout the forest. We have concerns that once these open ORV areas are 
designated on the MVUM, ORV enthusiasts will flock to the area and use it as an ORV play 
area, destroying the values sought after for dispersed camping.  We strongly urge the GNF to 
find an alternative to the use of the “open to all motorized vehicle use” designation.  We 
recommend the GNF allow driving off road for one vehicle length off open, designated routes to 
facilitate dispersed camping in these areas.  We have included pictures of the large, open area 
located in the Wilderness Ranger District known as the “Celebration” camping spot as Appendix 
N.  These pictures clearly indicate that campsites are not located more than a vehicle length from 
the roads in the area and our suggested dispersed camping strategy would be effective.  
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If the GNF persists in the designation of areas open to all motorized vehicle use, the Forest 
Service must analyze the impacts such a designation will have and not simply assume the current 
dispersed camping use will continue.  The potential for unlimited, thrill seeking motorized uses 
must be addressed, grazing allotment holders must be notified of the implications of such a 
designation, and these areas must be screened for threatened, endangered and sensitive species 
concerns.  User conflicts must be addressed and the GNF must develop a plan to contain the 
unlimited motorized use to the area planned for this designation while at the same time analyzing 
the impacts that illegal ORV use outside the designated area will have.   

Public information concerns regarding areas open to all motorized vehicle 
uses: 
We are concerned that there are many areas in the GNF proposed action that do not appear on the 
maps displayed at the meetings and on the Forest Service website, making it impossible for the 
public to know about or comment upon these areas.   
 
Upon our careful, initial review of the proposed action and the maps made available online and 
at public meetings, we believed there was one area, located in the Wilderness Ranger District, 
that was proposed to be open to all motorized vehicle uses.  Because of our grave concerns about 
a proposal to open an “ORV play area,” we inspected this area in person and spoke to the Forest 
Service staff at the public meeting in the Wilderness Ranger District.  We were informed that the 
intent of the designation of this area as open to all motorized vehicle uses is not to create an 
ORV play area, but rather to allow dispersed camping to continue in the manner in which it has 
occurred in the past.  We believe the paragraph above addresses our concerns regarding this 
designation.   
 
We soon came to understand that there was another planned ORV open area in the Reserve 
Ranger District.  We asked the Forest Service staff at the public meeting in Reserve, N.M., to 
show us this area and we subsequently visited this area in person as well (pictures attached as 
Appendix O).  Based on our inspection of this area, it is clear that the GNF plans this area to be 
an ORV play area as it is located very near a local dump and the area is devoid of any vegetation.  
We note here that there is no way for the GNF to distinguish the type of planned or anticipated 
use in the open ORV area in Reserve Ranger District from the type of use that is anticipated in 
the Wilderness Ranger District using the designations in the proposed action for these areas.   
 
We believed the two areas we inspected were the only areas planned to be designated as open to 
all motorized vehicle use until our GIS analysis revealed that there are, in total, 39 areas planned 
for this designation.  It is alarming to us that these areas are neither mentioned in the proposed 
action nor clearly marked on the maps displayed to the public.  Moreover, we are flabbergasted 
that, despite our inquiries about the two other areas, Forest Service staff did not point out these 
areas to us or other members of the public.  Without an inspection via GIS analysis, these 
planned designations are impossible to find on the maps made available to the public.  The 
GNF’s use of a letter and number for these areas does not make clear to the public that these 
areas exist and to expect the public to find them is akin to asking the public to find a needle in a 
3 million acre haystack.   
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We ask the GNF to abandon the use of the “areas open to all motorized vehicle use” designation 
in favor of allowing the public to park one car length off open roads to facilitate motorized 
dispersed camping.  We also ask that where the GNF anticipates the use of these areas will be 
ORV “open play areas” that the maps clearly mark this designation and the text of the travel plan 
make clear this is the case.  We believe the GNF must rescope this aspect of the proposed action 
to allow the public the opportunity to offer informed comment on this issue. 

Fuel wood “areas”  
Displays at the public meetings held during the comment period for the PA indicated that areas would 
be open for cross-country travel for fuel wood gathering.  No information regarding fuelwood 
gathering is available in the written text of the proposed action and the maps available for public 
display do not indicate any areas that will be open for cross-country travel for fuel wood gathering.  It 
is therefore impossible for members of the public who did not attend public meetings to comment on 
this issue, as they could not possibly be aware of this as an issue of concern.  We are also concerned 
that allowing cross-country travel in specific areas throughout the GNF for fuel wood gathering is a 
violation of the Travel Management Rule because there is no exception to the ban on cross-country 
travel for this purpose.   
 
The GNF must either prohibit motorized cross-country travel for fuel wood gathering or disclose its 
plans for motorized cross-country travel for fuel wood gathering to the public and allow the public to 
comment upon this issue.  Issues the GNF must analyze regarding fuel wood gathering include: the 
continued creation of illegal routes where motorized cross-country travel is permitted; resource 
damage related to fuel wood gathering; and fuel wood theft.   
 

“Fuel wood theft on the forest has increased over the years. There are more 
individuals using the sale of fuel wood to increase their income. The lack of easily 
accessible dead oak and juniper has pushed cutters to cut green wood. Even when 
green fuel wood areas are provided the cutters are not purchasing them. Also with 
unemployment high there will be more theft of wood products for income.”  
 

Forest Service 2009b:19.   
 

District Specific Recommendations 

Glenwood Ranger District 
 
The Glenwood Ranger District has proposed to designate a route in Big Dry Creek and the San 
Francisco River.  We adamantly object to this proposal and recommend this route be eliminated 
from all alternatives considered in the DEIS.   

In November 2007, the Center for Biological Diversity and other conservation organizations 
petitioned the Forest Service to implement interim and permanent protections for these unique 
and important waterways. Our petition cited the need for immediate action based on the Forest 
Service’s duty to protect the area’s outstanding ecological and quiet recreational values from 
potentially irreparable harm. Closing the Frisco-Blue area to motor vehicles would also help to 
ensure the agency’s compliance with the Endangered Species Act, the Clean Water Act, and the 
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National Forest Management Act.  The Frisco-Blue Area is a landscape-scale ecological and 
biological refuge, providing a home for extensive fish and wildlife populations; free-flowing, 
natural river systems; riparian habitats; and interconnected watershed and forest habitats.  
 
In our 2007 closure petition, we asked the Forest Service to close the San Francisco River, Big 
Dry Creek and Little Dry Creek.  Specifically, we requested the Forest Service:  

“(3) maintain the existing but distinct Gila National Forest (GNF) closure from the 
Arizona-New Mexico border to Mule Creek (6.6 miles);  
(4) close the San Francisco River and its environs to motorized recreation use from Mule 
Creek to the San Francisco Hot Springs (10.3 miles);  
(5) close the San Francisco River upstream from private land above the Hwy 180 
("Alma") bridge up to where the river crosses State Hwy 435/FR141 approximately 6 
miles south of Reserve (19.2 miles);  
(6) close the San Francisco River through the "Frisco Box" upriver from private land at 
the northern terminus of FR 41 up to private land at the eastern terminus of FR 210 (5.9 
miles);  
(7) maintain closure of the Blue River and its environs from its confluence with the San 
Francisco River up to the boundary of the Blue Range Primitive Area (14.6 miles);  
(8) close Big Dry Creek from its confluence with the San Francisco River to its 
intersection with Little Dry Creek and close Little Dry Creek from its intersection with 
Big Dry Creek to the gate that currently exists on FR 68 denoting a boundary between 
public and private land (4.6 miles).” 

 
Center for Biological Diversity et al., 2007:1.  We also asked the Forest Service to, “[d]uring the 
travel planning process, designate the Frisco-Blue Area closures as permanently closed to 
motorized recreation use…” and noted that [a]s part of the travel planning process, the Forest 
Service should prepare a systematic assessment of these important riparian areas to gauge 
baseline water qualities, the presence and diversity of fish & wildlife, and otherwise assess 
ecological, biological, and quiet-use recreational values. Id. at 2.  We again reiterate these 
requests and ask that the closure petition be made part of the Travel Management project record 
for the Gila National Forest. The closure petition is attached as Appendix P.    
 
By protecting the San Francisco River, Big Dry Creek and Little Dry Creek from the negative 
impacts of motorized uses, the Forest Service ensures compliance with its myriad of legal 
responsibilities pursuant to, inter alia, the National Forest Management Act (“NFMA”), the 
Endangered Species Act (“ESA”), and the Clean Water Act (“CWA”). In addition to 
Southwestern willow flycatcher (endangered), this area is home to bald eagle, Bell’s vireo, black 
hawk, coatimundi, Gila woodpecker, Gray vireo, loach minnow (threatened), narrowhead 
gartersnake (listed as endangered by NMDGF), Gila trout and Sonoran mountain kingsnake.  
Forest Service 1986:129.  Bighorn sheep and pronghorn are known to inhabit the area.  Key 
habitat areas within this management area include the San Francisco River, side drainages and 
Little Dry Creek. Forest Service 1986:129.  The Lower San Francisco River was under 
consideration for designation as a Research Natural Area in the 1986 Forest Plan and should be 
maintained as a semi-primitive recreation opportunity.  Forest Service 1986:131.    
 
We fail to comprehend how ongoing motorized recreational use in these areas is compatible with 
federal law. The validity of motorized designations in question here is highly suspect given 
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current conditions and the legally-protected ecological, biological, and recreational values that 
are paramount.  Ongoing motorized recreational use, by causing adverse impacts, will not only 
harm the ecological, biological, and recreational values of this area, but will also brush up 
against, if not exceed, legal thresholds provided by federal law.  Additionally, as a principle of 
both ecology and common sense, it is far easier to prevent degradation to riparian areas before it 
happens than to attempt – with little guarantee of success – to repair it afterwards. 
 
Prohibiting motorized uses of the San Francisco River, Big Dry Creek and Little Dry Creek will 
also ensure the GNF is in compliance with its own Forest Plan.  The GNF is directed to (number 
in parentheses is the page number of the Forest Plan):  

• manage for indigenous species (27);  
• maintain the lower San Francisco as a Semi-Primitive Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 

(27); 
• manage “riparian areas to protect the productivity and diversity of riparian-dependent 

resources by requiring actions within or affecting riparian areas to protect and where 
applicable, improve dependent resources.  Emphasize protection of soil, water, 
vegetation, and wildlife and fish resources prior to implementing projects” (30); 

• “[g]ive preferential consideration to resources dependent on riparian areas over other 
resources.  Other resource uses and activities may occur to the extent that they support or 
do not adversely affect riparian-dependent resources.” (30); 

• The GNF should “[i]mprove all riparian areas to satisfactory or better condition” (12); 
• “[r]ecreation use of riparian zones will be managed to avoid damage to riparian resources 

(22); 
• Importantly, “road construction will be avoided in riparian areas” (38).   

 
The New Mexico Senate Joint Memorial Report (SJM 40), completed in 2008, notes the serious 
negative impacts off-road vehicles have on riparian ecosystems in the state. New Mexico 
Environment Department 2008:51-52.  As a part of this study, the New Mexico Department of 
Game and Fish was asked: “Is ORV activity a threat to fishing and fish habitat in New Mexico? 
If yes, please describe the threats, including affected species.” NMDGF responded:  
 

“As stated in Appendix 1 (NMDGF 2005) roads (and by inference, trails and their 
motorized uses) have long been recognized as the primary human-caused source of soil 
and water disturbances in forested environments. Motorized road and trail crossings 
through aquatic habitats degrade water quality and increase sediment deposition, 
reducing habitat quality for aquatic species, including fishes and their aquatic insect food 
sources. In addition to native cutthroat trout populations, ORV use, depending on 
magnitude, timing, and other factors, could adversely affect other native fishes such as 
the state- and federally-listed loach minnow, spikedace, and Gila trout.”70  

 
New Mexico Environment Department 2008:51.  
 
If the GNF continues to pursue a designated route in the Little Dry/Big Dry/San Francisco 
riparian area this is likely to lead to protracted litigation, resulting in ongoing harm to not only 
the Little Dry/Big Dry/San Francisco riparian area, but possibly to the entire forest if the ban on 
harmful cross-country travel is not implemented in a timely manner.   
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The GNF must consider the impacts of this proposed route on loach minnow, spikedace, Gila 
trout, any other threatened or endangered species, the spread of invasive species (specifically but 
not limited to salt cedar, an issue we address above), the potential for erosion, soil and water 
disturbance and contamination, degradation of water quality and habitat for aquatic species.  In 
addition, the GNF must disclose and analyze its potential liability for designating a route that the 
GNF admits will not be maintained and is inherently dangerous, does not and cannot meet 
engineering standards, and that must be re-signed at least twice per year when high water flows 
obliterate any signage that is put in place.   
 
We reiterate our request the Wildland CPR’s best management practices be used for this 
planning process, specifically as it relates to this particular route: 
1.1.1 Planning and Decision-Making BMPs for Forest Soils 
 Locate routes a minimum distance (as listed below) from waterbodies and wetlands:73 

o Fish-bearing streams and lakes – 300 ft. 
o Permanently flowing non-fish-bearing streams – 150 ft. 
o Ponds, reservoirs, and wetlands greater than one acre – 150 ft. 

 Do not designate new routes requiring stream crossings and prioritize closure, re-routing or 
creating bridge crossings for existing routes that have stream crossings. 

4.1.1 Planning and Decision-Making BMPs for Special Ecosystems 
 Do not locate routes on cliffs, cliff edges, or along ridges. 

4.1.2 Implementation BMPs for Special Areas and Ecosystems 
 Close and restore unauthorized routes in special ecosystems. 
 Identify and close where routes are near riparian areas, wetlands, cliff edges, natural caves, 

alpine habitat, and cultural and historic sites. If closure is not possible, secure the boundaries 
of these areas and ensure that there is no proliferation of ORVs into these sensitive areas. 
Increase signage, effectiveness of closures and enforcement at these areas. 

 Ensure that bridges and culverts are present and fully functional on routes. Minimize the 
number of times a route crosses a riparian area. 

 Do not allow travel in washes or perennial streambeds. (emphasis added) 
 

Wilderness Ranger District 
As discussed earlier in these comments, the GNF has proposed an area that will be open to all 
motorized uses in the Wilderness Ranger District, known as the Celebration camping site.  
This area has been used by locals for dispersed camping and is in a heavily roaded portion of 
the district.  Our discussions with Forest Service staff in the Wilderness Ranger District 
revealed that the intent of this open area74 is to allow for continued use as a dispersed 
camping area.  We have grave concerns that the district, or perhaps the GNF, does not realize 
the impacts of designating this area as open to all motorized uses.   
 
If this area is designated as currently proposed, this area will become a spot where ATVs, 
motorcycles, and any motorized vehicle will be allowed to legally drive off-road anywhere 
within the open area. Driving in circles (doing “donuts”), up hillsides, or simply driving back 

                                                 
73 These BMPs are based upon Forest Service Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCA) standards. 
 
74 Note that the acreage of this area is unknown and does not appear in the PA.   
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and forth at high rates of speed could not be prohibited under this designation.  We noted this 
area is used as a cattle grazing allotment, and we ask the GNF to demonstrate that the 
allotment holder/permittee was contacted about the planned designation as an area open to all 
motorized vehicles.  We question whether this designation is understood by the Forest 
Service, much less the allotment holder/permittee. Allowing unlimited motorized use of this 
area will have significant negative effects on the cattle and the range allotment.   
 
While we understand the GNF’s desire to maintain this area as a dispersed campground, 
designation as an open area is unwise.  We recommend that routes in this area be designated 
as open, and that the GNF provide that campers may park one vehicle length from any 
designated route in this area.  Our inspection of this area revealed that the campsites in place 
are no more than one vehicle length from a road.  In fact, we found that it was difficult to get 
more than one vehicle length from a road in this area.   
 
Finally, we have concerns that this area may be a Mexican spotted owl PAC and ask that the 
Forest Biologist evaluate this area prior to any change in designation.  
 

Silver City Ranger District 
We commend the Silver City Ranger District for planning to designate F.S. Road 155 as 
closed just before it crosses the Gila River. This is a step in the right direction towards 
natural resource protection and proper implementation of the Travel Management Plan. 
However, just downstream of the area where the GNF proposes to close this road, there is a 
tributary, Brushy Canyon, that has been closed to motor vehicle use for approximately 5 
years. Boulders had been in place to keep vehicles from traveling down Brushy Canyon and 
into the Gila River, but those boulders have been covered by sediment and/or washed away. 
There is already trespass into Brushy Canyon (photos below), continuing into the Gila River, 
which is not being addressed by the GNF. Our concern is that closing F.S. Road 155 before it 
gets to the river will increase motorized trespass in Brushy Canyon. Therefore, we 
recommend the Forest Service block off the access to Brushy Canyon again so ORV users 
cannot circumvent the closure at F.S. Road 155. 
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IX. Conclusion 
While we cannot support the Proposed Action as presently constructed, we appreciate the GNF’s 
work on this very important issue and hope that it will pay long-term dividends. The Proposed 
Action’s recommendation to close 962 miles of roads to motorized recreation travel, eliminate 
cross-country travel, and publish a motor vehicle use map (MVUM) depicting motorized 
designations, are accomplishments that comprise positive steps toward protecting forest natural, 
cultural and visitor experiential values.  
 
We again extend our appreciation to the Forest Service for the opportunity to provide these 
scoping comments regarding the Proposed Action for the GNF. Our intent in providing these 
comments is to work cooperatively with the Forest Service and the larger interested public to 
ensure that the GNF – as a public trust resource – is properly managed for the long-term public 
interest for the benefit of existing and future generations. We look forward to working with the 
Forest Service as the TMR implementation process moves forward. 
 
Please keep us apprised of any developments relative to this issue or process.   
 
Thank you,  
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Sincerely,  

 
Cyndi Tuell 
Southwest Conservation Advocate 
Center for Biological Diversity 
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