Bitterroot Travel Plan Alternative 4 – The Best for Water Quality and Fisheries

The Bitterroot Quiet Use Coalition would like to thank the Bitterroot Chapter of Trout Unlimited for its consideration to endorse Alternative 4 of the Bitterroot Travel Plan Draft EIS. This alternative best protects out Roadless and Wilderness Study Areas while still maintaining a balance of recreational opportunities. Alternative 4 also best meets TU’s mission to conserve, protect and restore North America's coldwater fisheries and their watersheds.
Comparisons

In comparing the Forest Service’s preferred alternative, Alt. 1, and our favored alternative, Alt. 4, there are clear differences for specific streams and individual crossings. However, the EIS averages those differences across the landscape and benefits from Alt. 4 are not well reported. Even so, some benefits stand out:

· Alt. 4 would protect water quality limited streams such as Sleeping Child, Overwhich and Hughes Creeks.
· Alt. 4 would cut in half the miles of streams affected by the dispersed camping exemption that allows people to drive off route to establish a campsite. 
· The DEIS acknowledges, “Overall, Alternative 4 provides for the lowest sediment risk of all alternatives, for the Analysis Area and MT DEQ 303(d) listed streams,” (p. 3.6-16). 
In terms of motorized recreational opportunities, the greatest difference between Alt 1 and 4 are for trails dedicated to motorcycle use since these are single track and mostly located inside Roadless and Wilderness Study Areas. However, motorcycles can still use all trails open to vehicles 50” or less. 
Table 2- 5: Alternative 1. Route Status and Number of Miles
	Route Status
	Miles

	Roads open to all vehicles - yearlong
	10

	Roads open to highway legal vehicles - yearlong
	865

	Roads open to highway legal vehicles– seasonally*
	629

	Proposed roads** open to highway legal vehicles – yearlong
	0.35

	Trails open to vehicles 50” or less in width - yearlong
	39

	Trails open to vehicles 50” or less in width – seasonally*
	567

	Proposed trails*** open to vehicles 50” or less in width –

seasonally
	4.5

	Trails open to motorcycles - yearlong
	66

	Trails open to motorcycles – seasonally
	121

	Total Miles
	2,302


Table 2- 8: Alternative 4. Route Status and Number of Miles
	Route Status
	Miles

	Roads open to all vehicles - yearlong
	10

	Roads open to highway legal vehicles - yearlong
	840

	Roads open to highway legal vehicles– seasonally*
	609

	Proposed roads** open to highway legal vehicles – yearlong
	0.35

	Trails open to vehicles 50” or less in width - yearlong
	24

	Trails open to vehicles 50” or less in width – seasonally*
	411

	Proposed trails*** open to vehicles 50” or less in width –

seasonally
	0

	Trails open to motorcycles - yearlong
	6

	Trails open to motorcycles – seasonally
	10

	Total Miles
	1,910


As shown in the tables, the main differences are in the number of trails for vehicles 50’ or less where Alt. 1 provides 606 total miles and Alt. 4, 435 total miles. It is important to note that many of these are gated roads that will be converted to official trails. One reason that Alt. 4 best meets TU’s mission is in the fact that roads not designated for motorized use are good candidates for removal, which has a direct benefit to fish bearing streams due to reductions is sediment delivery. 

For winter motorized use, the difference between alternatives are 611,199 acres in Alt. 1 versus 543,215 acres in Alt. 4. However, the latter protects the Sapphire and Blue Joint Wilderness Study Areas, but still leaves open the Alan Mt. and Sleeping Child Roadless Areas for snowmobile use. 
Motorized Recreation Impacts
Impacts to water quality and fisheries from off-road vehicle use are subtle, but significant. The main concern is the potential increase in sediment to fish bearing streams, especially those with bull and westslope cutthroat trout, and where current water quality does not fully support cold water fisheries. Erosion from roads and motorized trials increases proportionate to the amount of use received. Additionally, the physical presence of roads and trails on the landscape can cause significant harm if they are not properly maintained no matter the type of use allowed. From the Draft EIS:
· Foltz and Meadows (2007) suggests that ATV trails are high-runoff, high sediment producing strips on low-runoff, low-sediment producing landscapes
· Ouren, et al. (2007), in an extensive literature review, suggests OHV use causes soil compaction and accelerated erosion rates, and may cause compaction with very few passes.

· Elevated levels of sediment in stream gravels pose a threat to native fish in several ways. Rearing habitat can be affected by filling of spaces fish use as cover and filling of pool habitat. An increase in fine sediment can coat the eggs of fish while they are in redds (stream-bottom nests) and inhibit the exchange of oxygen or entomb the eggs or fry within the gravels. 

· It should be noted that even small areas with low road density may play a positive role in conservation of native fish species (USDA Forest Service 2002).
· To summarize, increasing motorized use within 300 feet of streams (and at crossings in particular) would result in increased trail impacts and sediment. The opposite would also hold true.
Water Quality – More Discussion
In its analysis, the Bitterroot National Forest used two indicators to determine possible impacts to water quality: roads and motorized trails within 300 ft of a stream, and the number of stream crossings.  It then averaged the number across the whole planning area, so while differences between alternatives seem small, the impacts to specific stream segments may be greater. The BQUC is working with the Forest Service to locate these specific places. 
Looking at the analysis, we see the following*:
[image: image1.png]Table 3.6- 4: Average Open Road and Motorized Trail Stream Crossing Densities

Average Open Road Stream Crossing
Density (#/sq mi)

Density (#/sq mi)

Average Motorized Trail Stream Crossing

Alt1 Alt2 Alt3 Alt4 Alt1 Alt2 Alt3 Alt4
All Streams 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.07 0.12 0.09 0.03
MT DEQ 303(d) list | 0.15 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.09 0.12 0.12 0.05

Table 3.6- 5: Average Combined Open Road and Motorized Trail Densities within 300 Feet of Streams

Combined Road & Motorized Trail Density (mi/sq mi)
Alt1 Alt2 Alt3 Alt 4
All Watersheds 0.14 0.18 0.16 0.11
‘Watersheds w/ MT DEQ 303(d) listed
streams 0.17 0.20 0.19 0.14






* Alternative 1 is the Forest Service’s preferred alternative, Alt. 2 is the existing condition.
Again, since the densities and stream crossings were averaged out over the entire forest, the DEIS did not provide specific numbers or locations that could show the impacts or benefits to specific streams from each alternative.  However, the Forest Service concludes that, “Overall, Alternative 4 provides for the lowest sediment risk of all alternatives, for the Analysis Area and MT DEQ 303(d) listed streams,” (p. 3.6-16). 

Fisheries – More Discussion
In analyzing impacts to fisheries, the DEIS uses miles of open road and motorized trail within 100 and 300 feet of streams. Again, since these numbers are an average of the whole planning area, it is difficult to discern specific benefits. However, only Alt. 4 would protect water quality limited streams such as Sleeping Child, Overwhich and Hughes Creeks. One of the greatest differences between the Preferred Alternative 1 and Alternative 4 relates to the dispersed camping exemption that allows motorized users to travel off an open road or trail to camp; Alt. 4 allows this within 150 ft while the other alternatives have a 300 ft allowance. Choosing Alt. 4 would cut in half the miles of streams affected by the dispersed camping allowance; there are approximately 100 miles of streams on the Bitterroot National Forest within 150 feet of roads, and over 200 miles of stream within 300 feet of roads. It should be noted that Alt. 4 does not reduce most people’s opportunity to camp, but it limits the opportunity to drive and park more than 150 feet from and open road or trail. 
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Table

Miles of Open Road within...

Alternative
100 feet of Streams | 300 fect of Streams
1 2139
2 2170
3 2158
7 3053
Table 3.7- 2: Miles of Open Motorized Trail within
100 and 300 Feet of Streams
Altermative | Miles of Open Motorized Trail within..
100 feet of Streams | 300 fect of Streams
1 321 851
2 68.5 1716
3 503 1244
; o





Conclusion
It is unfortunate that the DEIS did not better illustrate where the proposed motorized designations are in relation to the water quality limited streams and known populations of bull and westslope cutthroat trout. As we learn more, the BQUC would be happy to share this information. Still, in reading the available analysis, it is clear that Alt. 4 would provide better water quality and fisheries protections while still providing motorized access on 1,910 miles of roads and trails, as well as snowmobile access on 543,215 acres. We hope this information will help the Bitterroot Chapter of Trout Unlimited to choose to support Alt. 4. 
Sincerely,

Adam Rissien for the BQUC
