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Forest Plan Revision 

Helena – Lewis and Clark National Forest 

2880 Skyway Dr. 

Helena, MT  59602 

 

Dear Planning Team, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the draft Environmental Impact 

Statement (DEIS) and draft plan for the Helena-Lewis and Clark (HLC) forest plan revision.  

Winter Wildlands Alliance is a national non-profit, whose mission is to promote and protect 

winter wildlands and quality human-powered snowsports experiences on public lands.  Formed 

in 2000, WWA has grown to include 40 grassroots groups in 16 states – including Montana 

Backcountry Alliance and Montana Wilderness Association – and has a collective membership 

exceeding 50,000.  WWA has members and supporters who live in communities surrounding the 

HLC, and across Montana, who recreate on the HLC throughout the year. They deeply value the 

backcountry winter recreation opportunities the HLC provides, including backcountry skiing in 

Stonewall Creek, Stemple Pass, and Minihaha Creek, cross-country skiing at Stemple Pass and 

the MacDonald Pass cross-country ski area, and snowshoeing at Stemple Pass. Our members 

also care deeply about the wildlife that depend upon habitat across the HLC. For 3 winters, 

2015-2017, we worked with the Montana Wilderness Association, Wild Things Unlimited, the 

Helena National Forest, and dozens of citizen scientists to monitor forest carnivores within the 

upper Little Prickly Pear Creek watershed. This project opened our eyes to the critical role that 

the HLC plays in protecting wildlife connectivity along the Continental Divide.    

 

The 2012 Planning Rule aims to balance multiple-uses, including recreation, with the restoration 

and maintenance of forest and water ecosystems.  To do so, revised forest plans must include 

plan components that address sustainable recreation, including recreation settings, 

opportunities, and access; and scenic character.1  These plan components should take into 

account the outdoor recreation economy and opportunities to connect people with nature.  Of 

course, all of these elements are interrelated.  As people connect with nature through 

recreation; they contribute to the outdoor recreation economy; and the protection of natural 

resources is integral to the sustainability of recreation opportunities.  Therefore, protecting the 

HLC’s natural resources and environment is an essential element of sustaining the region’s 

outdoor recreation economy. 

 

I. Sustainable Recreation Management 

  

We appreciate that the 2012 planning rule includes a new focus on sustainable recreation, and 

we support the language in the DEIS and draft plan that addresses this topic. Recreation is the 

                                                           
1 (36 CFR 219.10 (b)(1)(i)). 
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path through which most people experience national forests and it is essential that 

management for, and impacts to, recreation be at the forefront of forest planning.  Historically, 

with the exception of a few focused areas, recreation has been treated as an afterthought – a 

side benefit of national forest lands after timber, grazing, mineral development, and fire 

management.  However, recreation on our national forests doesn’t occur in just a few focused 

areas.  The growth in recreation, particularly dispersed recreation, means that the Forest Service 

must consider how recreation management is integrated into other management activities 

across the full extent of the national forest.  

 

Backcountry skiing, Nordic skiing, and snowshoeing are activities with rapidly growing 

participation rates.  According to the Outdoor Foundation’s 2017 participation report2 

backcountry skiing is among the fastest-growing outdoor activities, with participation increasing 

by 142% in the past 10 years.  Many other types of outdoor recreation are on the rise as well.  

This growth in outdoor recreation is encouraging because we see more people invested in caring 

about the places that provide these recreational experiences.  At the same time, this growth 

brings a new urgency to the need to manage for sustainable recreation.  With sustainable 

recreation management we can ensure that the National Forest provides opportunities for the 

recreating public to appreciate and enjoy public lands while at the same time ensuring that this 

enjoyment does not degrade the natural environment.  

 

We appreciate that the draft plan includes plan components and language related to recreation 

opportunities, settings, special uses, access, and scenery A full complement of plan components, 

including measurable objectives that link plan components to monitoring and adaptive 

management, is necessary for the revised plan to provide a clear path towards achieving the 

HLC’s desired conditions.   

 
In addition to the recreation plan components included in the draft plan, we suggest the 

following additional components:  

  

● Desired condition: Non-motorized recreation is promoted, allowed, and welcomed 

across the Forest in places where it is sustainable, through the activities that are 

sustainable, and to the extent that it is sustainable. 

○ Standard: Foot travel, including skiing, is allowed for cross-country travel unless 

area is administratively closed to public access 

● Desired Condition: Forest settings reflect healthy and resilient landscapes, provide a 

diverse sense of place for community residents and visitors, and enhance high quality 

sustainable recreation opportunities. 

                                                           
2 Outdoor Foundation.  2017.  Outdoor Recreation Participation Topline Report. Available at 

https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/2017-Outdoor-Recreation-Participation-

Report_FINAL.pdf  

https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/2017-Outdoor-Recreation-Participation-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/2017-Outdoor-Recreation-Participation-Report_FINAL.pdf
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● Desired Condition:  A full range of recreation settings is available, ranging from 

primitive, unroaded and challenging “backcountry” areas to roaded “frontcountry” 

settings which are easily travelled and convenient for connecting communities to the 

forest. 

○ Guideline: Front-country areas provide initial contact points for forest users and 

developed recreation settings where people can engage in a variety of 

recreation activities including scenic driving, rock climbing, hiking, camping, 

picnicking, fishing, and boating. 

○ Guideline: Back-country areas are mostly undeveloped places where people 

engage in a variety of more primitive recreation activities. Visitors rely on their 

outdoor skills and self-reliance as they engage in recreation activities. 

○ Guideline: Main access corridors to FS lands and contact points such as 

developed trailheads and observation points have information available and 

provide a transition and orientation place for forest users as they enter back-

country areas. Visitor use in these areas is moderate and disperses from these 

points 

● Desired Condition: Resources, skills, energy, and enthusiasm of partners and 

communities are engaged to maintain or enhance recreation settings on the forest. 

○ Guideline: The Forest Service will work with local and national partners to 

educate users on best practices for reducing conflict and to sign shared use 

trails with information on trail etiquette and to promote responsible behavior. 

○ Guideline: Wherever possible, the Forest Service will prioritize the development 

of partnerships with non-profit organizations and local government entities 

whose missions complement the Forest Service’s mission and desired 

objectives.  

○ Standard:  Campground hosts and other private partners who interact with the 

public will be trained to provide interpretive services in addition to maintenance 

and administrative duties. 

●  Desired Condition: Recreation settings retain their natural character as development 

and populations in the region continue to grow and new forms of recreation emerge. 

○ Standard: Design and construction of new projects must follow the assigned 

Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) classification for the specific 

management or geographic area location. 

 

We understand the need for certain areas of National Forest lands to be closed temporarily, or 

in rare occasions, on a permanent basis.  Typically, the need for closure is due to safety or 

ecological issues that cannot be mitigated. In the instances above where we outline a condition 

or standard “unless the area is administratively closed to public access,” we recommend that 

anytime the USFS contemplates a new closure, the agency consult with stakeholders who have a 

particular interest in the area that is being considered for closure. We also recommend that the 
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agency review all closures on a periodic basis to determine whether they continue to be 

appropriate. 

 

Integration 

 

The 2012 planning rule requires that revised forest plans integrate sustainable recreation with 

other multiple use activities.3  To meet this requirement the HLC revised plan must include a full 

suite of sustainable recreation plan components that are integrated with plan components 

related to other uses.  While the draft plan does strive to align recreation management actions 

with the recreation opportunity spectrum, there appears to be little integration between 

management actions for other multiple uses – such as timber – and sustainable recreation.  We 

appreciate that the draft plan includes FW-WL-GDL 05, integrating management of various 

activities in a manner that protects wildlife winter range. However, this guideline should be 

stronger and/or accompanied by a standard that prohibits cross-country motorized travel, in 

particular cross-country over-snow vehicle travel, in identified ungulate winter range areas. This 

could be achieved by zoning these areas as semi-primitive non-motorized or primitive on the 

winter Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) map. There is ample science showing that motor 

vehicles negatively impact wintering ungulates and as a result, closing winter ranges to over-

snow vehicles is a common and accepted management practice.4   

 

The final EIS should explain how management direction across each forest, for each use, fits 

within the ROS setting for any particular area.  We suggest the following additional plan 

components to further integrate sustainable recreation with other uses: 

 

● Standard: Forest management activities and direction are aligned with Recreation 

Opportunity Spectrum setting and characteristics. 

●  Desired condition: Forest management activities are planned to enhance recreational 

opportunities and infrastructure, or where they might be negatively impacted, to avoid, 

minimize, and/or mitigate those impacts, consistent with management area direction. 

○ Standard:  When developing projects, the forest shall identify specific needs 

related to sustainable recreation and make them an explicit part of the project 

purpose and need. 

○ Guideline: The Forest Service should coordinate with local and national partners 

early in project development to elicit collaborative input on sustainable 

recreation opportunities, needs, and potential conflicts. 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 36 C.F.R. § 219.10(a) 
4 See Switalski, A.  2016.  Snowmobile Best Management Practices for Forest Service Travel Planning: A 
Comprehensive Literature Review and Recommendations for Management – Wildlife.  Journal of 
Conservation Planning. 13-20. Attached as Exhibit A. 



 
 

PO Box 631  Bozeman, Montana 59771 

TEL (208) 629-1986   heisen@winterwildlands.org 

www.winterwildlands.org 

 

Recreation Opportunity Spectrum 

 

The Forest Service is required to use the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) to integrate 

recreation with other resource values to derive sustainable recreation outcomes.  The ROS is the 

best tool the Forest Service has for forest-scale planning related to development of 

infrastructure and appropriate levels of motorized use and access.5  The Planning Rule requires 

that a plan “must include plan components, including standards or guidelines, for integrated 

resource management to provide for ecosystem services and multiple uses,” including outdoor 

recreation.6 Likewise, the 2012 Planning Rule states that plans “must include plan components, 

including standards or guidelines, to provide for sustainable recreation,” including “[s]pecific 

standards or guidelines where restrictions are needed to ensure the achievement or movement 

toward the desired [ROS] classes.”7 We applaud the HLC for including detailed desired 

conditions that relate to each ROS setting and for including additional plan components that 

directly tie future management actions and decisions in with the ROS desired conditions. Such 

additional plan components help to integrate the ROS with forest management and ensure that 

the desired conditions outlined in the ROS are achieved over the life of the plan.   

 

Table 19, providing direction on recreation sites development scales, is helpful in understanding 

what the HLC intends for each ROS setting class. However, it could be more clear. For 

Development Scale 2 in this table (recreation sites with little site modification) the table says 

that motorized access is provided or permitted. For this same category it states that the ROS 

settings are either semi-primitive motorized or semi-primitive non-motorized. The definition for 

Development Scale 2 should be modified to clarify that motorized access is only permitted or 

provided in semi-primitive motorized areas. This table also leaves us wondering about 

backcountry cabin and lookout rental facilities and which development scale and subsequent 

ROS setting they fit in to. These facilities are not primarily for the protection of the resource, nor 

are they always accessed by a hard-surfaced road, and they are found across a variety of ROS 

settings on the HLC. Likewise, in reviewing this table it seems that the definition for 

Development Scale 5/Urban ROS may only be applicable to the Forest Supervisors office and 

perhaps the District offices on the HLC but the ROS map shows a far more extensive Urban 

setting on the forest. Finally, because recreation opportunities, access, and settings change 

across the forest when snow blankets the landscape but infrastructure – like cabins – do not, we 

wonder how this table fits with the winter ROS. We suggest the HLC draft a second recreation 

site development scale table for the winter ROS.  

 

We noticed that the HLC has changed the suitability for the primitive recreation setting from 

what was described in the Proposed Action, which stated that mechanized uses were not 

suitable in primitive ROS settings. This change seems to us that it will cause unnecessary 

confusion for land managers and the public. Broadening the suite of suitable uses within the 

                                                           
5 FSH 1909.12 
6 36 C.F.R. § 219.10(a) 
7 FSH 1909.12, ch. 20, § 23.23a(2)(g) 
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primitive ROS setting makes recreation management in this setting dependent upon other plan 

components rather than having a straightforward and consistent meaning across the forest. This 

confusion is already an issue in reviewing the DEIS, as it is no longer possible to determine how 

recreation will be managed in a primitive area by looking at the ROS maps for each Alternative. 

In order to understand how any given area will be managed and to compare recreation 

management across Alternatives for a given area, it is now necessary to consult the ROS maps 

and the Designated Area maps in addition to Table 18 in Chapter 2 of the DEIS. Another point of 

confusion within the DEIS on this topic is that the forestwide direction for primitive ROS areas is 

that mechanized recreation is suitable outside of designated and recommended wilderness and 

that that motorized travel is not. However, the recreation suitability specific to Alternative C 

states that both motorized and mechanized recreation are suitable in recommended wilderness 

despite the fact that the ROS maps for Alternative C indicate that these areas are also 

categorized as primitive. Therefore, contrary to the forestwide information in Table 18, the 

primitive recreation setting only excludes both motorized and mechanized use in designated 

Wilderness and recommended wilderness in alternatives A, B, and D. It appears that, at least in 

Alternative C, mechanized and motorized uses are allowed in the same recreation setting as 

designated Wilderness, and in Alternatives A, B, and D mechanized uses are allowed in the same 

ROS setting as Wilderness. Recreational uses that are not in accordance with the Wilderness Act 

are not primitive recreation activities. The word primitive is intimately linked with the 

Wilderness Act which defines Wilderness as place which “… has outstanding opportunities for 

solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation…” Indeed, many of our nation’s first 

Wilderness areas were originally designated as Primitive Areas (before the Wilderness Act 

created the designation of Wilderness). By blurring the line between what is primitive recreation 

and what is not, the ROS loses clear meaning and distinction between settings, making it a less 

useful took for managing recreation opportunities and experiences. Creating a set of 

management criteria for the most primitive recreation settings (Wilderness and recommended 

wilderness) that relies on other plan components rather than the ROS fails to establish clear 

management intent and gives the appearance that there is no clear distinction in the ROS 

Wilderness recreation settings and recreation settings outside of Wilderness. The meaning of 

each ROS setting should be consistent across Alternatives although which areas of the forest fall 

under which ROS settings vary by Alternative. The ROS maps and tables in the FEIS should be 

modified to show that areas where motorized use is allowed are a ROS class of semi-primitive 

motorized through urban and areas where mechanized use is allowed are a ROS class of semi-

primitive non-motorized through urban.  

 

We have some additional suggested changes to the ROS plan components beyond primitive 

setting. We suggest re-phrasing FW-REC-GDL09 to “Dispersed recreation activities must (instead 

of should) be compatible with desired recreation opportunity spectrum settings” and having this 

plan component as a standard instead of a guideline. We also suggest re-phrasing FW-ROS-SUIT-

32, which states that “Groomed backcountry ski trails are suitable in desired Urban ROS 

settings.” Backcountry and urban are diametrically opposed environments and we presume that 

the HLC is conflating cross-country skiing on a groomed trail with backcountry skiing. There are 

several varieties of human powered skiing that occur on the HLC – backcountry skiing (alpine 
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touring, splitboarding, telemarking), cross-country/Nordic skiing on groomed trails (skate skiing 

and classic skiing), and cross-country/Nordic ski touring on ungroomed trails (often snow-

covered Forest Service roads, sometimes also referred to as backcountry skiing). Backcountry 

skiing does not occur on groomed trails, and generally is not confined to a trail at all. Rather 

than saying backcountry ski trails (of any type) belong in an urban setting, this plan component 

should read “Groomed cross-country ski trails are suitable in desired Urban ROS settings.”  

 

In the draft plan groomed snowmobile trails are suitable in winter semi-primitive motorized 

areas but groomed backcountry ski trails are not (FW-ROS-SUIT-15). Not only does our previous 

comment regarding the difference between backcountry skiing and cross-country skiing on a 

groomed trail apply here as well, this discrepancy seems unwarranted. We suggest that 

groomed trails – regardless of whether they are ski trails or snowmobile trails – are not suitable 

in semi-primitive areas.  Grooming is a level of infrastructure development suited to roaded 

natural or areas that are more developed than “semi-primitive”. Grooming is a higher level of 

development than simply having marked trails and, by allowing grooming in the least developed 

winter motorized setting (semi-primitive motorized) the draft plan doesn’t allow for zoning a 

less developed winter motorized experience. Finally, we disagree that the HLC has any Urban 

ROS settings at all (except maybe the in-town properties where ranger district offices are 

located) – the HLC should revise its ROS settings and characteristics, and related plan 

components, to eliminate the Urban ROS settings.  

 

In our experience with other forest plans that are being revised under the 2012 Rule, Urban ROS 

settings apply to areas with highly developed site modifications and facilities such as regionally 

significant ski areas and other destination resorts as well as large, highly developed visitor 

centers. Most forests do not identify and “Urban” areas on their ROS maps at all. For example, 

the Flathead National Forest did not identify any Urban ROS settings in their recently revised 

forest plan and we feel the Forest Service would be hard-pressed to argue that any area on the 

HLC is more urban than the area around Big Mountain (a nationally significant ski area) on the 

Flathead. By classifying areas of the HLC as Urban, the Forest Service skews the entire ROS 

spectrum. For example, FW-ROS-SUIT-31 (“Plowed roads and groomed trails are suitable in 

desired winter Urban ROS settings.”) should be re-written to read “Plowed roads and groomed 

trails are suitable in desired winter Rural and Roaded Natural ROS settings.” These areas 

“provide staging to adjacent winter settings and opportunities” and “the road system is plowed 

and accommodates sedan travel. Winter trails are routinely groomed and may have ancillary 

facilities such as warming huts and restrooms” as described in FW-ROS-DC-9 and 11. 

 

The Washington Office is currently working on Chapter 10 of Forest Service Manual 2300 to 

provide further direction concerning sustainable recreation planning under the 2012 Rule. In 

this manual the Washington Office outlines ROS settings characteristics so that these settings 

and characteristics are consistent across the entire Forest Service system. Of particular 

relevance to these comments are tables in the draft manual outlining ROS settings 

characteristics, which we have included here as Attachment A. These tables are consistent with 

national USFS mapping protocols, which will soon be posted in the Forest Service’s corporate 
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system. They have gone through review and testing by recreation planners and GIS specialists 

within the Forest Service and we recommend that the HLC refer to these tables and adjust its 

ROS settings accordingly, to be consistent with agency standards.  

 

Winter Recreation Opportunity Spectrum and Subpart C travel planning 

 

Descriptions of Winter ROS settings and associated suitability for motorized uses must 

emphasize that “suitable” does not equate to “designated” in a travel management context. The 

HLC makes this clear in its summer ROS, with FW-ROS-SUIT-21: “Motorized use is suitable on 

designated roads, trails, and areas in desired Rural ROS settings.” A similar plan component 

should be included for all winter ROS settings where motorized (including over-snow) vehicle 

use is suitable. Likewise, the final EIS and final plan should make clear that winter ROS settings 

do not preclude travel planning decisions.  Chapter 10§11.2 of the recently revised Travel 

Management Planning directives state “The Responsible Official generally should avoid including 

travel management decisions in land management plans prepared or revised under current 

planning regulations (36 CFR Part 219, Subpart A).  If travel management decisions are approved 

simultaneously with a plan, plan amendment, or plan revision, the travel management decisions 

must be accompanied by appropriate environmental analysis.”  Appropriate environmental 

analysis would include compliance with the minimization criteria, as described in 36 C.F.R. § 

261.14.   In short, when designating areas or trails available for ORV use, agencies must locate 

them to:  

“1) minimize damage to soil, watershed, vegetation, or other resources of the public lands; 

  2) minimize harassment of wildlife or significant disruption of wildlife habitats; and 

  3) minimize conflicts between off-road vehicle use and other existing or proposed 

recreational uses of the same or neighboring public lands.”8 

 

Given that application of the minimization criteria are not part of the process wherein ROS 

classifications are assigned, ROS classifications cannot serve a dual purpose as over-snow vehicle 

area designations.  All of the units within the HLC have completed Subpart C travel management 

plans, however in the forest plan revision winter motorized suitability may change in some areas 

of the forest. This may require updating the relevant travel plan(s). The final revised forest plan 

should state that site-specific analysis is needed before any on-the-ground changes related to 

OSV designations are enacted.   

  

We are very pleased to see that the HLC has included winter-specific ROS language and desired 

conditions in the draft plan.  To further describe the range of recreation opportunities available 

on the HLC in the winter, and to encompass the range of experiences visitors seek, we have 

previously suggested that the HLC consider additional ROS subclasses. We repeat that 

suggestion again here. The Deschutes National Forest defined appropriate winter recreation 

                                                           
8 Id. § 3(a).  
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ROS subclasses in its 2009 Winter Recreation Suitability Analysis9 and we feel that the subclasses 

they developed make sense for the HLC as well. These subclasses are as follows:  

 Alpine Solitude (ROS primitive and semi-primitive non-motorized) 
o These areas provide opportunities for challenge and self-reliance in a 

wilderness setting. These areas provide untracked snow.  
 Standard: Facilities and services are not provided.  

 Backcountry (ROS semi-primitive non-motorized and semi-primitive motorized) 
o These areas provide opportunities for challenge and self-reliance in a 

backcountry setting. Untracked snow is easy to find.  
 Standard: Trails are marked but not groomed.  

 Alpine Challenge (ROS semi-primitive non-motorized and semi-primitive motorized) 
o These areas provide opportunities for challenge and low to moderate social 

interaction in an alpine setting.  
 Standard: Marked trails provide good access and a variety of terrain 

features provide alpine recreation opportunities for visitors. 

 Motorized Social (ROS roaded natural and roaded modified) 
o These areas provide safe and family-friendly opportunities on motorized 

trails. Well-marked and maintained trails and adequate parking and staging 
facilities are appropriate and expected. Non-motorized visitors expect to 
see and hear over-snow vehicles. 

 Non-motorized Social (ROS roaded natural and roaded modified) 
o These areas provide safe and family-friendly opportunities on non-

motorized trails. 
o Standard: Well-marked and maintained trails and adequate parking and 

staging facilities are appropriate and expected.  
 

II. Designated Areas 

 

Recommended Wilderness 

 

Over-snow vehicle use is not suitable in Recommended Wilderness areas. We agree with the 

rationale on pages 428 and 429 of the DEIS, that “…motorized recreation uses might affect the 

undeveloped nature (ecological characteristic) and primitive recreation (social characteristic) of 

these RWAs. In addition, the sounds of motorized recreation uses (such as snowmobiling or off-

road vehicle use) could impact the RWA’s solitude and primitive recreation (social 

characteristic).” This rationale was recently upheld Bitterroot Ridge Runners Snowmobile Club 

vs. United States Forest Service, in which the judge ruled that the Bitterroot was justified in 

excluding non-conforming uses from RWAs in protect wilderness character. In contrast, we 

disagree with the statements on page 435 of the DEIS justifying why allowing motorized use in 

RWAs might not degrade wilderness character.10 Backcountry skiers are all too familiar with the 

                                                           
9 See Attachment B 
10 “Not every person traveling through the RWAs in alternative C would meet a mountain biker or 
motorized user as these areas are remote and currently have relatively low levels of recreation use. Any 
type of trail, whether for hikers or horseback riders, could affect the undeveloped wilderness 
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experience of being displaced from treasured areas by the incursion of over-snow vehicles. We 

have seen repeatedly that unless motorized use is explicitly prohibited in an area, over time it 

will become established and that area will lose its wild character. Of the dozens of examples we 

could share from Montana alone, the tale of Mt. Jefferson on the Beaverhead-Deerlodge 

perhaps best sums up why RWAs are not suitable for motorized use of any kind. 

 

 Mt. Jefferson is a small but significant area located in the Centennial Mountains along the 

Idaho/Montana border. Although snowmobiling was not well established in the area when it 

was first recommended for wilderness in the 1990’s, because the Forest Service did not prohibit 

snowmobile use within the recommended wilderness area, snowmobiling increased over time. 

Eventually, Mt. Jefferson became known as “the Crown Jewel of Western snowmobiling” and 

ever-increasing snowmobile use displaced backcountry skiers, lynx, and wolverine. Then, in the 

early 2000’s, the Beaverhead-Deerlodge began forest plan revision. Mount Jefferson was 

determined to have the highest wilderness suitability score of all roadless areas on the forest 

and the FEIS included it as a RWA in the preferred alternative. However, upon Regional Office 

review and in response to outcry from the snowmobile community, the Regional Forester 

changed the final forest plan to only recommend a small portion of Forest Service lands on Mt. 

Jefferson for wilderness. Motorized recreation was the sole reason for “un-recommending” the 

majority of Mt. Jefferson for wilderness designation. Furthermore, snowmobile use on Mt. 

Jefferson later caused the area to be withdrawn from Wilderness legislation.11 It is quite clear 

that over-snow vehicle recreation impaired the area’s wilderness potential even as the physical 

landscape remained unchanged .Similar scenarios have played out across the National Forest 

System. Therefore, in the final plan FW-RECWILD-SUIT 01 should be as described in Alternatives 

B and D.  

 

WWA feels strongly that it is important to restrict non-conforming recreation uses in RWAs to 

protect the wild character of these areas and preserve the political opportunity for Congress to 

formally designate them as Wilderness.  Allowing OSV use within recommended Wilderness 

would alter the social characteristics of these areas and create an expectation that this activity is 

acceptable or even encouraged within them.  Such expectations can be very difficult to 

overcome and can jeopardize the possibility of Wilderness designation. Although we feel 

strongly that non-conforming recreation uses are not suitable in recommended wilderness, we 

are not opposed to allowing chainsaw use for trail maintenance in these areas.  

 

We support the wilderness recommendations and related management suggestions described 
by the Montana Wilderness Association in their comments. This includes a mixture of 
Alternatives B, C, and D as follows: 

                                                           
characteristics (ecological characteristic) because a trail is considered a development. Solitude could be 
affected by noise but could also be affected by encounters with other people who are hiking or horseback 
riding, particularly if they are traveling in large groups.” 
11 In 2013 Senator Tester removed the proposed Mt. Jefferson Wilderness Area from his Forest Jobs and 
Recreation Act to secure support from Idaho’s Senators Risch and Crapo. The Idaho delegation would not 
support the bill if it closed Mt. Jefferson to snowmobiling.   
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 We support the Recommended Wilderness boundaries described in Alternative B for 
the Big Snowies, Deep Creek, the Scapegoat Wilderness additions (Red Mountain, 
Arrastra Creek, Silverking), the Gates of the Mountains Wilderness additions (Big Log), 
Baldy-Edith, and Blackfoot Meadows. 

 We support the Recommended Wilderness boundaries described in Alternative D for 
the Nevada Mountain, the Crazy Mountains (Loco Mountain), the western, non-
motorized part of the Tenderfoot area along the Smith River, Camas Creek in the Big 
Belts, Colorado Mountain (modified), and the Middle Fork Judith. 

 

The Nevada Mountain is an area of particular importance for our members. As we mentioned 

earlier in these comments, we helped organize citizen monitoring of forest carnivores within this 

area for three winters. Over those seasons our volunteers found strong evidence that both 

wolverine and lynx, as well as many other forest carnivore species, use the Nevada Mountain 

area in winter.  

 

Protecting Nevada Mountain is critical to protecting wildlife habitat connectivity along the 

Continental Divide. As the largest, and highest elevation unprotected roadless area in the 

Northern Continental Divide ecosystem, Nevada Mountain is a key link between the Bob 

Marshall/Scapegoat Wilderness complex and protected lands in the Greater Yellowstone 

Ecosystem. Over the 3 winters that we organized citizen scientists to monitor for forest 

carnivores between Stemple Pass and the Deadman Creek drainage we documented 

occurrences of wolverine, Canada lynx, bobcat, mountain lion, wolf, red fox, American marten, 

coyote, and both long- and short-tailed weasel. Wildlife use this area to move east to west and 

north to south. To fully protect the corridor, the Nevada Mountain RWA should encompass 

Deadman Creek, as depicted in Alternative D. 

 

Badger-Two Medicine Area and Rocky Mountain Front Conservation Management Area 

 

We support the proposed designation of the Badger-Two Medicine area as a “special emphasis 

area,” with management direction to protect cultural and historic values and Blackfeet treaty 

rights and consultation. We also support the designation of the larger Rocky Mountain Front 

Conservation Management Area and the plan components proposed in the DEIS. The final plan 

should clearly articulate what uses are suitable within these areas, and where.  

 

Research Natural Areas 

 

We are pleased to see that the DEIS states that Research Natural Areas are unsuitable for off-

trail motor vehicle use year-round.  Over-snow vehicles can damage vegetation, disturb wildlife, 

and, when there is insufficient snow, cause erosion and soil compaction.  These impacts degrade 

the natural condition of the area and can threaten to change the very characteristics that make 

these areas worthy of Research Natural Area designation.   
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Other 

 

In order to ensure that the Continental Divide corridor remains wild and undeveloped, 

supporting wildlife movement as well as recreation opportunities, the majority of National 

Forest land between Stemple and Lewis and Clark passes should be managed as “semi-primitive 

non-motorized backcountry.” Without any features on the ROS maps in the DEIS to ascertain 

topography or boundaries it’s difficult to tell how much of this area would be semi-primitive 

non-motorized in each of the Alternatives, but as best we can tell, Alternatives B, C, and D would 

meet our interests in this portion of the forest. To facilitate recreation use in the landscape, we 

support a connecting trail for non-motorized (including mechanized) uses between Stemple Pass 

and Lincoln, as outlined in IMBA’s 2009 Trail Solutions Report.  

 

We also support the South Hills Special Recreation Area described in the DEIS.  This designation 

balances protecting undeveloped areas like Black Mountain, Sweeney Creek, and the Jericho 

Roadless Area with support for a wide diversity of recreation activities that are important to 

people in Helena and the surrounding area. Likewise, in the interest of protecting areas for non-

motorized backcountry recreation outside of designated or recommended Wilderness, we also 

support protecting the Middleman-Hedges-Beartrap portion of the Big Belts as a non-motorized 

backcountry area as described in Alternative B. 

 

III. Potential Backcountry Ski Area 

 

The former Skidway Ski Area in the Big Belts closed in the 1970s but, with some intentional 

management, could provide an excellent location for a backcountry ski area on the HLC. A 

backcountry ski area requires no infrastructure – it is simply an area where human-powered 

skiing is encouraged, over-snow vehicle use is prohibited, and some minor trail improvements 

(i.e. glading) are made to enhance skiability.   

 

Skidway offers about 600 feet of relief on the two ski runs that are visible today. There is also a 

marked a 3.5-mile cross country ski trail at the base of the mountain. With some glading work 

more terrain could become available for human-powered skiing. The ease of access and terrain 

make this area very conducive to non-motorized winter recreation. In addition, Skidway is only 

55 miles and 1-hour drive from Helena, or 21 miles east of Townsend. The close proximity to 

these communities further supports the value of managing this area for non-motorized winter 

recreation. Additionally, the former ski area is already closed to over-snow vehicles and is 

classified as semi-primitive non-motorized in all of the alternatives in the DEIS.  
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Winter Wildlands Alliance and our grassroots groups in Vermont and New Hampshire have 
worked with the Forest Service and state land agencies in recent years to direct vegetation 
management projects in a manner that enhances backcountry ski terrain (glading). These 
projects broaden the range of winter recreation opportunities available on the forests and help 
the Forest Service achieve its forest health goals. Most recently, the White Mountain National 
Forest 12 approved 2 projects under the Categorical Exclusion described in 36 CFR 220.6(e)(l): 
Construction and reconstruction of trails. 
 
Glade areas or zones are created through the forest management practice of glade trimming, 
which is the spacing of trees between natural openings. “Glading” as it is commonly referred to, 
includes the removal, thinning and trimming of vegetation to create passageways down the fall 
line of a skiable “line”, or ski corridor. Line establishment is selected after consideration is given 
for aspect, elevation and vegetation removal.  Professional glade designers create a concept 
plan and work with the landowner in regard to other environmental considerations.  The glading 
WWA’s grassroots organizations have conducted includes mostly human-powered activity and is 
performed by volunteers using hand tools (although use of chain saws is typically desired for 
certain aspects of a cut, including dead fall or diseased tree removal or heavy/thick vegetation).  
 
Once created, these low impact lines at approximately 30-50 feet wide promote calculated 
regrowth and a diverse forest structure.  Emphasis typically placed on promoting uneven-aged 
forest conditions through a “braided” and “island” glade design method all to provide for future 
regeneration and protect existing habitat.  Braided designs incorporate intersecting ski lines 
whereas islands ensure preservation of forest diversity through the protection of younger 
species of trees and/or other vegetation.  
  

                                                           
12 http://granitebackcountryalliance.org/south-baldface/ and 
http://granitebackcountryalliance.org/bartlett-mountain/ 

http://granitebackcountryalliance.org/south-baldface/
http://granitebackcountryalliance.org/bartlett-mountain/
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Glading provides limited spacing and thinning to protect against over-growth and risk of forest 
fire; trees of three to four inches or less are allowed to be cut, subject to diseased or other 
harmed trees for larger trees. Glades are implemented in approximately only 10-15% of a 
skiable zone and retain the tree canopy to protect not only snow quality in winter but habitat 
and regeneration during other seasons.   
 
This project would support many of the plan components that are already included in the DEIS, 
including: 

 FW-REC-DC 02: Activities associated with recreational opportunities contribute to jobs 
and income in the local economy, community stability or growth, and the quality of 
lifestyles.  

 FW-REC-GDL 10: In order to minimize impacts to environmental and cultural resources 
at dispersed recreation sites (development scale 0-2), infrastructure such as trails, 
barriers, and minimal signage may be installed.  

 

Additionally, the suggested new forest plan components we outlined earlier in these comments 

would help to create an opportunity in the forest plan for skiers to pursue the development of a 

backcountry ski area at Skidway. Finally, we suggest the inclusion of the following plan 

component for the Big Belts geographic area to further support the possibility of establishing a 

backcountry ski area at the site of the old Skidway ski area: 

 BB-REC-DC 01: Establish a non-motorized backcountry ski area at the site of the former 
Skidway ski area 

 
IV. Avalanche Forecasting 

 

Winter recreation – both motorized and non-motorized – is popular on the HLC. Despite the 

preponderance of people recreating on the forest in winter, however, most of the HLC is not 

covered by any of the existing avalanche forecast centers in Montana. Winter recreation is 

growing in popularity in Montana and across the nation and it is likely that both backcountry 

skiing and snowmobiling will become more popular on the HLC over the life of the plan. For 

these reasons, we believe it would be beneficial for the HLC to hire an avalanche forecaster, 

with a longer-term goal of establishing a Central Montana Avalanche Center. Such a center 

would complement the existing avalanche forecast centers based in Bozeman (Gallatin), 

Missoula (West Central), and Hungry Horse (Flathead). To achieve this goal the HLC should 

include the following plan components in the revised plan: 

 FW-REC-DC: Hire an avalanche forecaster within 5 years of forest plan revision 

 FW-REC-GO: The Helena-Lewis & Clark National Forest will establish an avalanche 
forecasting center for Central Montana. 
 

V. Concluding Thoughts 

  

We appreciate this opportunity to comment on the HLC’s draft EIS. The island ranges of Central 

Montana, and the unparalleled Rocky Mountain Front provide many opportunities for 

backcountry winter recreation of all varieties. The HLC is a treasured landscape for many who 
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enjoy getting off the beaten path and exploring the winter backcountry. These experiences are 

further enriched by the wildlife we share the landscape with. By protecting the areas we have 

described in these comments, and managing recreation in a sustainable manner, the HLC can 

ensure that human-powered winter recreationists and wildlife will continue to benefit from the 

forest for years to come. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Hilary Eisen 

Policy Director  

Winter Wildlands Alliance 

 


