Report Finds Most Forest Road Closures Don't Stop Motorized Vehicles
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Kalispell, MT - Local conservation groups today released a report finding less than half of forest road closure devices in the Swan Valley are actually stopping motorized vehicles in order to secure wildlife habitat. The report finds gates the least effective road closure device, followed by permanent physical barriers such as earthen berms and boulders. Roads closed by removing culverts and by re-vegetating the road were 100% effective.

The survey was conducted in the Swan Valley in 2004 and assessed the effectiveness of 256 road closures on-site. The survey found 52% of these road closures had tracks of motorized vehicles either driving over or around permanent closure devices or through gates left unlocked. Another 10% of the closures were locked gates that nonetheless had tracks of motorized vehicles passing through them, indicating either recent administrative use or trespass by unauthorized persons with gate keys.

Conversely, only 38% of the road closures were found to be effective at eliminating public motorized trespass and reducing administrative use to near zero - effectiveness criteria set forth by the Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee's Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem Managers' Subcommittee in 2001 as necessary to make grizzly bear habitat secure. 

The report findings confirm the reasons for Flathead Forest Plan Amendment 19's preferred use of road reclamation to secure grizzly bear habitat, where culverts are removed to make the road impassable to motorized vehicles and to protect water quality and fisheries as the road is allowed to re-vegetate. Conversely, the report finds that gates cannot satisfy the IGBC subcommittee's desire to shift away from road reclamation. The report found culvert removal and/or re-vegetation of the road by trees and brush to be 100% effective. Permanent barriers, such as earthen berms or boulders, were 43% effective. Gates were only 29% effective. 

Swan View Coalition, Friends of the Wild Swan, and Montana Ecosystems Defense Council conducted the study to compare on-the-ground reality to the land managers' desires to largely abandon road reclamation and return to using more gates as the Flathead Forest Plan and Swan Valley Grizzly Bear Conservation Agreement undergo revision. The survey area is managed mostly by Flathead National Forest, Swan River State Forest, and Plum Creek Timber Company.

"Research shows that female grizzly bears need over two-thirds of their home range to be essentially roadless in order to successfully raise their young," said Steve Kelly, a Co-chair of Montana Ecosystem Defense Council. "The Flathead Forest must immediately end its reliance on ineffective gates to provide adequate habitat security for grizzly bear recovery and much-needed watershed protection and restoration."

"Our survey shows that the land management agencies' reliance on gates to secure habitat for wildlife is faulty and does nothing to restore water quality and fish habitat," said Arlene Montgomery, Program Director for Friends of the Wild Swan.   "We hope our report will guide the development of standards as the Flathead Forest Plan and Swan Valley Grizzly Bear Conservation Agreement are revised.  The bottom line is that gates are simply not effective and that isn't good for bears, big game or other wildlife." 

"This report also looked again at 38 of the road closures I inspected in 1986," said Swan View Coalition Chair Keith Hammer. "This report found 32% of them effective, while I found 29% of them effective. That's not much improvement over eighteen years, and certainly nothing on which to base a renewed faith in gates."  

The report, "Case Closed: Public Motorized Trespass and Administrative Activity on Closed Roads in the Upper Swan, Lower Swan, and Noisy Face Geographic Units" will soon be accessible at www.swanview.org and meanwhile may be requested by email to keith@swanview.org.
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