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June 24, 2002

Terry Chute

Flathead Forest Supervisor

1935 3rd Avenue East

Kalispell, MT  59901

Re:  Snowmobiling, Amendment 19 and other wildlife requirements

Dear Terry;

We have grave concerns that the Flathead National Forest’s Winter Motorized Recreation Amendment proposed action is likely to conflict with Flathead Forest Plan Amendment 19 and other standards required to make motorized use consistent with providing adequate wildlife security.  Please note at the outset Amendment 19 sets legally required limits on both open and total “motorized access density,” not road density, announcing in plain terms that roads cannot simply be converted to motorized trails.

In terms of Amendment 19, the primary conflicts would be in firstly allowing snowmobile routes on “reclaimed” and “restricted” roads and, secondly, by proposing to leave culverts in reclaimed roads to make snowmobile use easier.  In the first matter, Amendment 19 requires a reclaimed road must be “treated in such a manner so as to no longer function as a road or trail.”  It does provide a very limited exception for some reclaimed roads to continue functioning as a trail “if necessary to maintain access to the existing trail system.” (See Amendment 19 EA, Appendix D).

This was intended to refer to inventoried “system” hiking trails in order to relocate existing trailheads, not to relocate or develop snowmobile routes.  This interpretation is confirmed on page 90 of the Amendment 19 EA:  “Roads that are restricted or reclaimed may be considered for conversion to low use non-motorized trails during project-level analysis and decision-making” (emphasis added).

In the second matter, Amendment 19 and its Fisheries Biological Evaluation clearly requires that all stream-bearing culverts be removed from reclaimed roads - period.  This requirement was reconfirmed when the Flathead rescinded its Implementation Note #13, which federal attorneys found flawed in this very regard.

Moreover, Amendment 19 requires that “restricted” roads in grizzly bear security core areas “may not receive motorized use during the non-denning period.”  Reclaimed roads are to be treated “in a way that will discourage its use as a motorized or non-motorized travelway.” (See Amendment 19 EA at Appendix D).

Clearly, leaving culverts in reclaimed roads to accommodate snowmobile routes violates Amendment 19.  Firstly because it is expressly prohibited on the basis that it fails to provide adequate security from motorized use and, secondly, because it is prohibited on the basis of water quality and fisheries issues.  Indeed, these reclaimed roads are not supposed to function as motorized trails or routes, regardless of the culvert issue.  And, in case it is not already absolutely clear:  “The grizzly bear objectives and standards of Amendment 19 [] supersede any conflicting or inconsistent management direction contained in the Forest Plan.”  (Forest-Wide Forest Plan General Standard, per Amendment 19).

The initial maps distributed by the Flathead to reflect its court settlement with the Montana Wilderness and Montana Snowmobile associations indicate an utter disregard for grizzly bear security by:  1) failing to prohibit snowmobile use altogether in denning areas and 2) failing to limit snowmobile use in other areas to the non-denning period.  Snowmobiles are now operating widely from October through June.  Grizzly bears often don’t den until December and may emerge from their dens in February, leaving months of non-denning overlap with snowmobiling.  Moreover, none of the above even considers the needs and security of non-denning wildlife like wolverine, lynx and big game.

To be blunt, neither the Flathead National Forest, Montana Wilderness Association, nor Montana Snowmobile Association have any legitimate business proposing snowmobile play areas, routes or seasons that conflict with the Flathead Forest Plan or the security needs of denning and non-denning wildlife like grizzly bear, wolverine, lynx and big game.  You are absolutely getting off on the wrong foot by apparently proposing to do just that.

We ask that this letter be entered in the formal record of comment on the Winter Motorized Recreation Amendment, along with our prior letters in this regard, dated 11/12/99, 12/14/99, 12/17/99, 5/22/2000, 6/14/02, and 6/18/02.  We intend to file further comments once we get to see your scoping documents and maps.

Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

Keith J. Hammer

Chair
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