�September 15, 2002��Cathy Barbouletos�Flathead Forest Supervisor�1935 Third Avenue East�Kalispell, MT  59901��Re:  Potential ORV/snowmobile use of fuel breaks��Dear Ms. Barbouletos;��Dirt bike and snowmobile enthusiasts have already discovered the fuel breaks being cleared this summer for the Swan Crest Restoration Burns authorized by Swan Lake District Ranger Chuck Harris February 28, 2002.  A motorcycle and snowmobile enthusiast informed me on September 9 he had investigated chain saw noise while riding his motorcycle in the Patterson Creek area and discovered contractors clearing a 20' wide fuel break at the end of Road #5398.  He said he thanked them for cutting a new moto-cross track for him.��I visited the site on September 10 and the contract crew brought up the incident before I did, confirming a motorcycle rider had thanked them for clearing a track for him.  The Patterson fuel break, which will extend up the ridge and Broken Leg Mountain beyond and above the system trail, has the potential to be used by snowmobilers to provide new access to the alpine high country.��While a very narrow buffer of brush has been left between the fuel break and Road #5398, the location of the fuel break is already known.  The brush will present no significant obstacle to ORVs and snowmobiles wanting to use the fuel break, which is being cleared of any vegetation under 6" diameter.  While the fuel break is steep, it will be climbable by snowmobiles and arguably by wheel-driven ORVs.  As we have witnessed in Krause Basin, Lost Johnny and Six Mile, it is reasonable to expect a rut to be ripped down into the soil by snowmobiles, if not other ORVs, if they attempt to use the fuel break.  Because the seasonal closure of Road #5398 and the larger Patterson area are routinely violated by ORVs and snowmobiles (in spite of repeated reports of these violations to Swan Lake Ranger District) it is unreasonable to expect the fuel break will not be accessed by them.��We ask that you immediately issue and post on-site closure orders to all motorized vehicles for these Swan Crest fuel breaks and for any others cleared on the Flathead National Forest that do not use as the fuel break itself a road or trail already specifically identified as open to motorized vehicles.  The time to make it clear to the public that new fuel breaks are not intended for motorized use is NOW, not after their use has become the next motorized vehicle "contest" resulting in resource damage.��As the comment made to the fuel break crew indicates, the relatively new prohibition to cross-country travel by wheel-driven motorized vehicles is not generally understood by the public and is likely to be abused by those who do understand it but want to lay claim to new trails.  Whether this particular comment was made in jest is beside the point.  Rest assured there are others who will take advantage of the situation and will rather enjoy claiming it was the Forest Service itself that established these new fuel break routes for them.  (Take a look, for example, at the repeated establishment of 4-wheeler detours around the boulders placed on Road #5398 and its spurs similarly closed to motorized vehicles).��In regards to snowmobile use of these routes in areas otherwise open to snowmobile use, these routes will result in significant changes in snowmobile use and impacts to wildlife and other resources.  These changes and impacts have not been adequately assessed in any environmental review, and certainly not in the brief review preceding Ranger Harris' Decision Memo for the Swan Crest Restoration Burns.  Similarly, there has been no adequate review of changes in motorized use following restoration burns that open up previously dense vegetation. ��By copy of this letter to Terry Chute, we ask that it be included as additional comment on the proposed Winter Motorized Recreation Amendment.  The Amendment, as proposed and as we note in our letter of August 22, 2002, would inappropriately leave large areas of the forest open to snowmobiles, rather than identifying specific trails/routes and areas where such use is appropriate.  We ask that the Amendment fully address the issue of fuel breaks, logging, wildfire, prescribed fire, and other actions that clear away vegetation that previously hampered motor vehicle use.  The Amendment's NEPA documents must clearly indicate how it will deal with these actions and the wanton establishment of motorized use in areas previously free of it.


�Please respond in writing within 10 working days and let us know how you intend to deal with the Swan Crest fuel breaks and their potential for motorized use.��Sincerely,���Keith J. Hammer�Chair��Cc:  Terry Chute, Chuck Harris, Jimmy DeHerrera, Deb Mucklow, Jane Kollmeyer
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