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Kemmerer District Ranger

P.O. Box 31

Kemmerer, WY 83101

Dear Mark:

These are Environmental Analysis comments on the Kemmerer RD proposal to reopen the Lake Mountain Road in the Alice Lake – Commissary Ridge Inventoried Roadless Area (IRA).  These comments are on behalf of the Alliance for the Wild Rockies, Wildlands Center for Preventing Roads and the Ecology Center.  

An objective review of the history of this proposal, it’s location, and the associated economic, social and environmental impacts make it hard to believe that alternative 2, which would open Lake Mountain Road is being considered.  The EA is very clear that the Kemmerer Ranger District does not have enough money to maintain the current road system.  We believe that this is unfortunate and understand that it is partly due to congressional funding schemes.  However, irresponsible road management is a part of the Forest Service’s history that we are all dealing with.  We do not believe that the current proposal begins to address this important historical lesson nor does it address the guidance within the Bridger – Teton Forest Plan or the Bridger West Travel Management Plan.  

The EA presents a vaguely worded need for this action, we do not understand why we are reviewing a project that has no public support and makes zero ecological or economical sense.  The EA itself requires significant federal investment, for a project that will require additional significant federal investment, when the Kemmerer Ranger District does not have the money to maintain the current road system.  In our view, this is not a wise use of taxpayer money and is poor public policy.  We are literally reviewing a proposal for a project that the Forest Service does not have the funds to carry out.  In addition, this proposal has been soundly rejected by the interested public each time it has been debated.  If the American people were aware of this reality, they would likely be outraged.  

We are in strong support of alternative 1, the no action alternative.  We believe that there is absolutely nothing to suggest that alternative 2 would be in the best interest of the Bridger-Teton National Forest or the American people.  We were generally happy with the level of detail that the EA employed in terms of impacts on fisheries, water quality, and ungulates.  We believe that the EA needed to discuss economics in more detail and include economics as a significant issue.  The following are our specific concerns with alternative 2 and the proposal to open the Lake Mountain road.  Thank you for considering our comments and concerns.

Sincerely,

Ryan Shaffer

Jeff Juel


Marnie Criley

AWR


TECI



Wildlands Center for Preventing Roads




801 Sherwood, Suite B
PO Box 7516




Missoula, MT 59802 

Missoula, MT 59807

Specific Comments on the Lake Mountain Road EA

Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center

NEPA

As this is a major federal action that will significantly affect the environment, this proposal requires analysis in an Environmental Impact Statement.  Federal funding will be necessary to complete the proposal and the potential impacts on fisheries and the character of an IRA will be significant.  We believe that if the Bridger-Teton NF decides to implement the action alternative that Regional Forester approval will also be necessary as this decision will be subject to the Roadless Area Conservation Rule interim directives.  However, before this can happen, further analysis in an EIS would be required to move this proposal along.   We do not believe that the proposal merits more analysis – it should be dropped from further consideration.

Purpose and Need

We do not understand what the purpose and need for this action actually is.  The current status of the Lake Mountain road is consistent with the Forest Plan designation, the Bridger West Travel Management Plan, and the Desired Future Condition of the area.  To change the status of the road would conflict with each of these management guidance directives.  We do not believe that there is a purpose or need to change the status of a road in a manner that will violate the Forest Plan, the Travel Management Plan and make it impossible to achieve the desired future condition.  

The EA mentions that the proposal responds to an interest on the part of some forest visitors for more motorized recreation opportunities in the Hobble Creek / Lake Mountain area.  However the EA indicates that only 5 letters in favor of opening the road were received in response to the NOI.  This is not a very strong need, certainly not worthy of violating the Forest Plan, the Travel Management Plan and degrading the quality of a sensitive fishery and an IRA while spending money that you do not have.

The EA needed to expand its analysis to a broader discussion of the motorized access available in the area.  We understand that 75% of the Kemmerer RD is in IRA lands.  However, it would have been very helpful to understand how many miles of motorized recreation are available in the area of interest.  Are there not enough miles of motorized access in the area to support the current or future levels of use?  The answers to these questions would help establish a purpose or need – not a request from five people to drive up to Lake Mountain.  We realize that it is likely that more than five people have requested motorized access to Lake Mountain, however, a true need has not been established.

Fisheries

The Bonneville cutthroat trout is a sensitive species that has been petitioned for listing under the Endangered Species Act.  Hobble Creek has been identified as one of the most important stream systems for the restoration and recovery of the Bonneville cutthroat.  

The action alternative will increase the sediment input into Hobble Creek.  Increased road use and road construction will both contribute sediment to the fishery degrading the habitat for Bonneville cutthroat trout.  The EA reveals that alternative 2 may contribute up to 50 cubic feet of soil loss per year.  While much of this sediment could potentially be mitigated, the EA indicates that even a minor increase in sediment yield to Hobble Creek will result in large decreases in Bonneville cutthroat reproductive and survival success.  This action combined with the cumulative action of grazing, “would be detrimental to Bonneville cutthroat trout populations in the Hobble Creek drainage” (EA II-7).  

Given the current backlog of road maintenance on the Bridger-Teton National Forest it seems unlikely that a newly opened road would receive the care necessary to protect Hobble Creek.  Alternative 2 would further degrade the habitat of a sensitive trout species that has already lost 90% of its habitat.  

The NFMA requires that the Bridger-Teton National Forest maintain viable populations of existing native fish species and any action shall maintain or improve the habitat for Management Indicator Species.  

§ 219.19  Fish and wildlife resource.
Fish and wildlife habitat shall be managed to maintain viable populations of existing native and desired non-native vertebrate species in the planning area.  For planning purposes, a viable population shall be regarded as one which has the estimated numbers and distribution of reproductive individuals to insure its continued existence is well distributed in the planning area.  In order to insure that viable populations will be maintained, habitat must be provided to support, at least, a minimum number of reproductive individuals and that habitat must be well distributed so that those individuals can interact with others in the planning area.

(a) Each alternative shall establish objectives for the maintenance and improvement of habitat for management indicator species selected under paragraph (g)(1) of this section, to the degree consistent with overall multiple use objectives of the alternative.  To meet this goal, management planning for the fish and wildlife resource shall meet the requirements set forth in paragraphs (a)(1) through (a)(7) of this section. 

In addition, the Bridger-Teton Forest Plan guides the forest to, 

ensure that activities do not cause: (1) long-term or further decline in population numbers or habitats supporting these populations; and, (2) trends towards federal listing.  

It is clear from the EA that alternative 2 will violate the NFMA and the Bridger – Teton Forest Plan by degrading the habitat and reducing the chances of survival of the Sensitive Bonneville cutthroat trout through road construction and associated road use.   This is not a viable alternative.

Water Quality   

The action alternative will create significant negative impacts for water quality in Hobble Creek.  The EA indicates the impacts to be; 1) an increase in sediment, 2) encroaches into the flood plain and riparian corridor, 3) restricted ability of the river to naturally migrate, 4) change in stream stability associated with bridges in the stream channel.  

The NFMA requires that all management activities shall conserve water resources while preventing impairment 

§ 219.27  Management requirements.
The minimum specific management requirements to be met in accomplishing goals and objectives for the National Forest System are set forth in this section.  These requirements guide the development, analysis, approval, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of forest plans.

   (a)
Resource protection.  All management prescriptions shall--

(1) Conserve soil and water resources and not allow significant or permanent impairment of the productivity of the land;

The potential for long-term water quality degradation resulting form this project is significant.  Alternative 2 will not be consistent with the NFMA.

Forest Ungulates

The Forest Plan requires that road management preserve wildlife security values while only maintaining or increasing wildlife security.  Opening the Lake Mountain road, as discussed extensively in the EA on pages III-19 and III-20 will decrease ungulate security while likely leading to direct mortality.  Both short and long-term negative impacts to forest ungulates are expected as a result of opening the road.  As such, alternative 2 will be in violation of the Bridger-Teton Forest Plan.  

Roadless Area 

While a road prism is still present in the Lake Alice – Commissary ridge roadless area, the surface has grown back and the trend is towards conversion to a trail.  The roadless character of the 1,000-acre deletion within the IRA has been increasing.  The Bridger-Teton NF should help facilitate this trend rather than reverse it by opening the Lake Mountain Road.  

The EA discloses that opening the Lake Mountain road will shift the patterns of non-vehicular uses, including those of outfitters whose clients are seeking a backcountry experience in the Lake Mountain area.  Opening the road will also lead to unauthorized cross-country motorized use. Such use was widespread when the road used to be open and the nature of the terrain will virtually make it impossible to limit such illegal use today.  This dispersed motorized recreation will begin to impact the Inventoried Roadless Area.  However, the EA fails to disclose all of the impacts that opening the Lake Mountain road will have on the IRA.  The EA fails to discuss how opening the road will impact future wilderness designation for the area.  

Public opinion has been overwhelmingly in favor of keeping this area in non-motorized condition.  Retaining the non-motorized recreation character of the area has been the overwhelming will of the interested public for over ten years as it relates to Lake Mountain road.  We believe that opening a road that is located in an IRA requires analysis in an EIS and is subject to the Roadless Area Conservation Rule Interim Directives. 

Economics

Economics are a significant issue in association with the Lake Mountain road proposal.  The EA discloses that the proposed project and all its associated mitigation would not be economically prudent because the US Forest Service does not have enough money to maintain the current maintenance backlog and the proposed action will require significant funding.  

Since economics are essentially a limiting factor in the alternative that can be selected, we are confused as to why economics was not considered a significant issue.  Obviously, it would be a public relations nightmare for the Forest Service to devote scarce funding to opening a road that will degrade fisheries and wildlife habitat, in spite of public opinion, with an already unmanageable road maintenance backlog.

