								May 15, 2002





Jennifer Sundberg


ID Team Leader


North Fork Ranger District


12730 US Highway 12


Orofino, ID  83544





RE: WEITAS CREEK TRAIL BRIDGES





Dear Ms. Sundberg:





Enclosed are comments from Friends of the Clearwater, Alliance for the Wild Rockies, the Ecology Center, the Lands Council, and Idaho Sporting Congress on bridge construction in Weitas Creek.  We have some suggestions for these proposals.





Weitas Creek is one of the most spectacular potential wilderness areas in the region, about 1/4 million acres.  It is included in the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act which currently has 117 sponsors.  It consists of rare lower elevation large stream systems in Weitas Creek itself, shrub fields, forests, and was the location of wolf sightings in the late 1970s.





This area offers outstanding wilderness-type recreation.  However, those values are being degraded by increases in motorized use in the area.  It is interesting to note the scoping letter seems to concur with this conclusions as only foot and stock users are mentioned as rec





Volunteers helping Friends of the Clearwater monitored trails in this proposed wilderness during 2001 and documented ORV damage.  Their findings were that the negative impacts of motorized use decreased upstream from Sand Creek and that there was little motorized use around Smith and Johnagan Creeks because this area is more remote and the trails designed for foot and horse travel.  However, trail 20 immediately south of the guard station has been over built to accommodate motor vehicles.  These bridges, if not closed to motorized use, could invite more use in to the interior of this wild country and have the effect of creating a motorized corridor through the Weitas Creek proposed wilderness.





Currently, the ford and log crossing offer a challenging and wild recreational experience.  Those experiences are becoming all too rare as the nation’s wildlands, all too rare themselves, are being destroyed and compromised by industrial development. 





Building bridges and upgrading trails to accommodate motor vehicles are cumulative impacts that must be assessed.  Categorical exclusions are inappropriate for connected actions and cumulative im,pacts of this sort.  





If the bridge construction and replacement are to proceed, trail 20 should be closed to motorized vehicles and the bridges built with utmost concern for the wild nature of this area.  That is the only way categorical exclusions can be done on these projects and avoid cumulative impacts of bridge construction.





The scooping letter does not provide much detail as to how the two bridges will be constructed.  Will they be flown in, packed in, brought in by motorized vehicles, or constructed from materials in the area?  Will the bridges be built or reassembled on the spot?  This questions are important in order to assess the impacts of this project and to determine what level of analysis is required.





Please keep us updated on these projects.





Sincerely,











Gary Macfarlane				Jeff Juel


Friends of the Clearwater			the Ecology Center			


PO Box 9241					801 Sherwood Suite B				


Moscow, ID  83843				Missoula, MT  59802			





Mike Petersen					Ron Mitchell	


The Lands Council				Executive Director				


517 S. Division St., Suite B			Idaho Sporting Congress			


Spokane, WA  99202				PO Box 1136


						Boise, ID  83701





Ryan Shaffer


Alliance for the Wild Rockes


PO Box 8731


Missoula, MT  59807


 





