July 31, 2007

Karen Boeger/Dan Heinz

5055 Wilcox Ranch Road

Reno, Nevada  89510

Jerry Smith, Manager

Battle Mountain Field Office

50 Bastion Road

Battle Mountain, Nevada

Dear Jerry, 

We thank you for this opportunity to comment on the draft Shoshone Range Trail Program.

A. The following are 3 major points we believe are most pertinent:

1. An EA is inadequate for proposing a significant land allocation to a high intensity recreation area. This type of decision must be considered in a Resource Management Plan or a formal RMP amendment.

2. An EIS should be required for this proposal. The degree of controversy, a high level of potential impacts to both the land and other uses, the expense of implementation and, for all practical purposes, the irrevocable commitment of resources, trigger the need for an EIS.

3. An obvious alternative analyzing implementation of a limited access status field office-wide, with a designated route system from existing routes, is missing from this document. Inappropriate ORV use is the rule over most public lands in Nevada. Bringing all lands under your jurisdiction to management must be a higher priority than a special use area. Broad area ORV management is a must do, big job that will only get more difficult with time. 

B. With the understanding that we absolutely oppose this project in any alternative currently presented, the following will be comments to specific portions of the EA, presented to point out that biased thinking common throughout the document:

1. The proposal is a fundamentally flawed concept, based on erroneous assumptions, conjecture and unsupported theory. Examples are as follows:

a. The assumption of need: 

The implication that public lands must accommodate, at great expense, any motor-fun activity that the manufacturers or users develop is a flawed concept from the start.  The EA fails to establish that it is in the broad public interest to accommodate the special desires of ORVers by constructing new, interesting and challenging trails just for their use. 

We have tens of thousands of miles of existing routes from which to designate routes for touring our public lands.

Visitor use data confirms that the vast majority of visitors do not visit public lands for the primary purpose of ORV recreation, but rather for non-motorized activities such as hiking, picnicking and camping. While these studies may not apply directly to the area proposed for development in the Shoshone Range EA, they do provide general information that should be a part of recreation management priority setting and decision-making.

b. The assumption that intensive use areas are an effective ORV management tool:

The purpose and need statement that “Unmanaged OHV trail use can be greatly reduced by proactively developing an OHV trail system with adequate mileage…..“ is pure conjecture which cannot be substantiated with objective data. However, there is credible anecdotal data that indicates that this type of special opportunity area will not solve ORV management problems, rather is likely to aggravate problems.

c. The assumption of workable shared trails:

 Under effects common to all alternatives, the statements “Portions of the trail system would also be suitable for non-motorized recreation and result in an increased level of use of this form of recreation…” are erroneous. Intensive motorized use as proposed here will essentially displace all non-motorized recreation. The notion that trails can be shared is heard often from the ORV community. Such statements reveal how unaware they are of how disruptive their minority recreation use is to all others. It is disappointing to see these misconceptions re-stated in a BLM document. Portions of the trails may well be suited for non-motorized use, if and only when, they are closed to motorized use.

d. The assumption there will be adequate funding to successfully manage this area over time, holding impacts within limits required by law, is wishful thinking:

The project appears to be very expensive to implement, requiring a high level of funding over the long haul if sustainable use is to be maintained. A budget display is needed that will show all expenses for each phase of each alternative over time. This must include a commitment to not implement any phase before funding is assured for full phase requirements.

The monitoring and administration requirements outlined in the EA will run up a very sizable annual bill. 

In addition there will be significant induced costs. The EA makes it clear that implementation will disrupt wildlife and wildlife-dependent recreation. Camping and picnicking by non-motorized users will be displaced. Horseback riding will be displaced. Disturbance to wild horses will be significant. A progressive ranching operation will be disrupted. A display of costs must include these induced losses of existing benefits.

Attracting OHV use is easy. Closing areas that have become popular is very difficult. 

Even if all mitigation and management efforts can be successful over time, and we doubt they can, the whole scheme will collapse if funding falls short of long term needs for extensive education, monitoring, adaptive management, mitigation, etc. This would result in yet another area of heavily used, poorly managed OHV use that creates unacceptable damage and displacement of traditional uses. 

e. The assumption of voluntary compliance with seasonal restrictions:

Restricting season use of an ORV area can be an effective tool to limit disturbance of wildlife or livestock operations, etc. However, “discouraging” use, as proposed in the EA, is bound to fail. We understand off-roaders deeply resent closed areas, a very human reaction; but why do off-roaders deserve special handling? Perhaps we should just “encourage” sportsmen to buy the appropriate license, or “discourage” travelers from driving over 75 on the interstate. The seasons needing to be closed are the favorite use seasons for off-roaders. Voluntary compliance is highly unlikely. The impacts of non-compliance are predicted to be high.

2. Baseline data must be collected before any on the ground development occurs. For instance, documentation of wildlife use must occur over a full year as most wildlife use of any area is seasonal and different species are vulnerable to disturbance at different times. Commitment to collect all baseline data before on the ground development starts must be a part of the plan.

Thresholds for management changes also must be set before development starts. Baseline data will be important for developing these as well. 

There apparently are no plans to gather baseline data for pre-project non-motorized recreation. Motorized recreation will essentially displace all non-motorized recreation from all but the most lightly traveled ORV areas. 

Hunting is likely the most significant recreational use here. Pre-development baseline data must be gathered for existing hunter use and distribution. Pre-development use data will be essential for deer, grouse and chucker hunters. 

3. Hunting has been shown to have significant depressing effects on sage grouse populations, more so than it does with other game birds. It is likely ORV users will see sage grouse during riding visits and return during hunting season. This will greatly increase hunting pressure above current levels, forcing a regulatory reduction of hunting opportunity -- another cost of the project.

Chucker hunting is a significant use of the area. There is no mention of this use or analysis of predictable impacts on the birds themselves or quality of hunting experience lost. 

The EA predicts an increase in hunter success and then states that NDOW will not reduce permits. If hunter success increases, then permits must be reduced or the base herd will be over-harvested. Lost hunting opportunity must be shown as a cost of development for ORV use.

4. The calculation of affected area under the wildlife section appears to be seriously in error. We agree that an idling, standing vehicle will impact 125 acres with sight and noise. However, if the average daily ride is 50 miles, then the impact is a ½ mile wide strip 50 miles long or 16,000 acres per vehicle day. In addition, a moving vehicle in this climate usually produces a great deal of dust, thus compounding damage to all wildlife habitat and other users’ experience. The assumption seems to be that noise, sight and dust impacts are only momentary. The reality is that all manner of wildlife will abandon areas that are frequently (even if momentarily) disturbed, non-motorized recreationists will leave, ranching operations are disrupted, and wild horses are seriously impacted. 

5. It appears that road density projections were made using the entire acreage of the proposed alternative. This erroneously understates the effects of road density. Road densities must be calculated based on the home-range size of the affected wildlife. Factoring in large areas of no development distorts predictions of impacts. 

6. Local Native American tribes have put forward a series of pertinent questions, documented in the EA, which are insufficiently addressed. The stated focus on education, engineering, peer enforcement and adaptive management is important, but not demonstrated to be adequately effective for protection of resources. BLM must be proactive about potential impacts.

Avoidance of springs and riparian areas must be an absolute, not “to the greatest extent possible.” Experience throughout the West has established that any rock wall feature and/or artifacts are at great risk if associated with springs accessible by motor vehicles – such as the one described in the EA. Any damage to antiquities is unacceptable. Adaptive management cannot apply here. All possible preventative measures, coupled with significant penalties for violation, must be in place from the start.

7. General: The special resource sections of range and wild horses seem to be candid and comprehensive in their predictions of impacts. The wildlife section cites discredited literature and appears to have significant errors in calculations. The recreation section does not even acknowledge impacts to non-motorized recreation. Most importantly, in no case does decision-making appear to be tied directly to predicted impacts. Even when mentioned, the mitigation recommended cannot adequately offset impacts.

In summary, 

Anecdotal evidence is strong that the very concept of developing concentrated, entertaining, challenging and interesting areas for ORVs will aggravate impacts, rather than minimize them. In addition, such development displaces or seriously impacts established traditional uses of the developed area.  People using public lands primarily for ORV-focused entertainment are in the minority. ORV motor sport recreation impacts profoundly more land and resources than non-motorized, and management is far more expensive per visitor day to manage, than any other recreation use.  

We do recognize that touring our vast public lands and enjoying wild landscapes with a motor vehicle is a legitimate activity we all enjoy. We strongly support, a careful effort to designate a system of routes, from existing routes, for access, touring and quality enjoyment of the public lands. Of course this must be coupled with designating all lands “limited”. This is a large job that will require time and talent to complete. We must object with vigor to the Shoshone Range Trail program or any program which diverts funds, time and energy to develop concentration areas for ORVs, with all attendant impacts, while leaving the greater portion of the public lands neglected and abused.

Sincerely:

Karen Boeger/Dan Heinz

