Roads on Public Land:

 What Do You Think?

  Public lands in Montana are increasingly the focus of disputes among citizens over how many roads and what kind of roads will be allowed for use by the public. The past year in particular has seen bitter arguments in several public land areas around the state. People seeking wilderness solitude for hiking, hunting or for various reasons are vocal on one side while other people wanting free use of All-Terrain Vehicles are just as vocal for their point of view. Montanans in the middle offer a variety of positions. 

  MWF respects many views but leadership demands that we agree on one policy that best serves our MWF mission. The Montana Wildlife Federation views our public lands as vital resources. MWF wants to provide the best possible leadership for proper management of these wild land resources. 

  MWF members are being asked to give their opinions on this subject.

  Published below is the MWF Board adopted “Position Statement on Road and Trail Maintenance on Public Lands.” This Statement has been a guiding document for MWF since it was approved by the Board of Directors in 1998. Because much has transpired during the intervening six years, the MWF leadership wants to hear from members if this Position Statement still reflects the values of conservation-minded hunters, anglers and other citizens who make up the Montana Wildlife Federation.

  Please treat this request for feedback just as you would when writing comments to the Forest Service or BLM. Read the Position Statement; reflect on your own values, consider the preservation of the resource for both the living and future generations. Then write your comments and send them to: 

Montana Wildlife Federation, Road & Trail Policy Comments, P.O. Box 1175, Helena, MT. 59624-1175 or email to: mwf@mtwf.org

  Your comments will be most useful if received by August 18, 2004.

  Montana Wildlife Federation Position Statement (Policy) On Road and Trail Management on Public Lands  (Adopted by MWF Board of Directors, April 1998)

General Overview

  Roads and trails provide the means for sportsmen and the general public to use and enjoy public lands.  However, use of trails and roads by the general public can have a significant adverse affect on the well being of our state’s fish and wildlife and the conservation of habitat and wildlife security.  As with any public activity, travel on public lands must be controlled in a responsible, well-managed manner through an effective plan.

  A thoughtful, carefully planned and managed travel network on public lands is necessary to: (1) protect fish, wildlife and habitat resources; (2) sustain optimum hunting, fishing and other recreational opportunities; (3) ensure reasonable and appropriate travel by recreationists of diverse interests; and (4) minimize conflicts among the varied users of public lands.  The Montana Wildlife Federation believes that proper travel planning based on the following principles and guidelines is imperative to achieve for this and future generations.

Principles

1.  Travel management and the adoption of regulations by public agencies pertaining to the use of roads and trails should conserve big game habitat and security, promote the ethics of fair chase, and preserve hunter opportunity for this and future generations.

2.  Travel management should allow sportsmen and the many and diverse recreationists to travel upon our state and federal lands and enjoy the vast and varied resources of those lands on an equal basis and with a minimum of conflict among the different users — motorized and non-motorized.

3. These guidelines are intended to help area sportsmen, local affiliate clubs, and the MWF as a statewide organization, to work cooperatively with each other and with public agencies in developing sound travel plans on public lands.

4. Montana includes a complex variety of habitat types and fish and wildlife communities, and a population of public land users with diverse desires and values. Travel planning can accommodate these factors without subordinating the habitat needs of fish and wildlife.

5. While these guidelines are intended to address travel management on public lands, the MWF reaffirms our longstanding advocacy for access to public lands so that the general public may enter upon our publicly-owned lands for enjoyment and recreational purposes.

6. The MWF believes that consistent hunter opportunity for this and future generations is dependent upon secure wildlife habitat and sustainable biologically healthy and diverse game populations in any general area.  To this end, the MWF holds that travel management policies must ensure sustainability of the wildlife resource in a general area as a prerequisite to recreational use in any portion of that area.

Guidelines

1.Travel Management Must Provide Wildlife Security & Quality Habitat: Uses of     public lands should give the highest priority to protecting and conserving the habitat needs of Montana’s fish and game.  Travel uses must be planned, managed and regulated to ensure abundant, high quality habitat and a sustainable wildlife population for this and future generations.

2. Planning, Managing, & Location of Motorized Routes: Designated motorized routes on public lands should be carefully planned, located and managed to:

* Protect habitat, habitat security, water quality, and the fish, wildlife, soil and vegetation as the number one priority.

* Provide hunting, fishing, and recreating opportunities of a diverse nature.  Diversity, in itself, requires differing travel plans to accommodate a variety of users of differing capacities in differing locations.  This fact alone precludes the ‘one size fits all” travel plan on all public lands and emphasizes the need for a balanced approach, Involving local groups and a variety of users.  Most users can and should be accommodated in any general area through a mixture or roadless areas, limited motorized use areas, and finally a network of motorized roads and trails in some specific locations.  However, the MWF emphasizes that for any general area, a sustainable wildlife population, the protection of habitat, water quality and land resources, must take precedence before diverse use is considered.

* Minimize conflicts among the many uses of public lands.

3. Closed Unless Designated Open: The MWF supports travel management on public lands based on the principle of “designated motorized routes”.  Under this principle only those routes specifically designated by the managing agency as “open” may be utilized by motor vehicles.  In other terms, all public land routes and acreages are considered closed to motorized uses unless identified as open by the managing agency.

4. “Managed Area Restrictions’: The MWF supports the additional principle of “managed area restrictions”.  Under this principle agencies will manage travel within identified geographic areas by specifying what types of travel uses are allowed and when. (As an example, this principle places limitations on off-road snowmobile traffic by the managing agency when such snowmobile use is occurring in critical big game winter ranges.)

5. Recreational Consumptive Activities: Hunting and fishing are consumptive sports with recognized impacts on a publicly owned resource.  Because this resource is finite, travel management should be directed at serving the general public in a non-preferential fashion. (During the general hunting season the MWF endorses only those motorized routes that are open to vehicles over 50 inches in width).

6. Motorized Pursuit Unethical: Pursuit of game using motor vehicles is unethical and a violation of fair chase principles.  Travel management should prevent and discourage vehicular pursuit.

7. Traditional Non-Motorized Travel: The MWF recognizes foot and horse travel as traditional and historic practices in our nation’s hunting legacy.  Where stock use causes serious habitat degradation or compromises wildlife security, restrictions or limitations are necessary.

8. Motorized Retrieval Routes: Where retrieval routes are a component of a travel plan, their use must be designed to minimize impacts on wildlife security and the reasonable opportunities sought by other hunters.  Rules governing motorized retrieval should be clear, concise, and enforceable.  Effective systems to monitor compliance and to assess traffic associated with motorized retrieval routes is crucial to minimizing impact and maintaining public support for motorized retrieval systems.

9. Handicapped Access: The MWF recognizes that handicapped sportspersons (as defined by the accepted guidelines of the regulating agency) may require additional accommodations, in keeping with resource values, for access and travel beyond that allowed for the general public. u
