
	  

	  

February 2, 2018 
 
Chief Tony Tooke 
United States Forest Service 
1400 Independence Ave, SW 
Washington, DC  20250 
 
Re: Advance notice of proposed rulemaking, National Environmental Policy Act 
compliance (83 Fed. Reg. 302, Jan. 3, 2018) 
 
Dear Chief Tooke: 
 
Outdoor Alliance appreciates the opportunity to offer comments on the Forest Service’s 
National Environmental Policy Act implementation. Forest Service lands are extremely 
important for our members, and NEPA is a critical avenue for public participation in 
Forest Service decision making. In general, our organization strongly supports NEPA, 
and we ask that the Forest Service approach changes to the implementation of this 
bedrock decision-making tool cautiously. We also recognize the degree to which NEPA 
has at times lead to the ossification of agency decision making, and we support the 
Forest Service in a thoughtful recalibration of its approach. 
 
Outdoor Alliance is a coalition of nine member-based organizations representing the 
human powered outdoor recreation community. The coalition includes Access Fund, 
American Canoe Association, American Whitewater, International Mountain Bicycling 
Association, Winter Wildlands Alliance, The Mountaineers, the American Alpine Club, 
the Mazamas, and Colorado Mountain Club and represents the interests of the millions 
of Americans who climb, paddle, mountain bike, and backcountry ski and snowshoe on 
our nation’s public lands, waters, and snowscapes.	   
 
Outdoor Alliance and our member organizations have extensive experience with the 
Forest Service’s implementation of NEPA from forest planning, travel planning, 
recreation management, and other natural resource management decisions. We work at 
all levels of the NEPA process, from participating in collaborative groups, to submitting 
comments and meeting with Forest Service decision makers, to participating on rare 
occasions as NEPA-related litigants. These experiences have provided us with an 
informed perspective on the Forest Service’s NEPA policies and practices, and we are 
eager to share our insights into what works in the agency’s approach to NEPA and what 
improvements could be made.  
 
NEPA is a critically important avenue for the public to engage in public lands 
management. It was enacted to shine light on government decision-making processes 



	  

	  

and it ensures that agencies make informed decisions. An integral component to 
informed decision making is public involvement and participation, and NEPA is one of 
the most meaningful ways through which our constituents, and the public more broadly, 
participate in federal land management. Without a robust NEPA process, the “public” in 
public lands is less meaningful.  
 
In addition to enshrining public participation in federal agency decision making, NEPA is 
intended to improve the quality of the human environment. It achieves this goal by 
relying on sound science to reduce and mitigate harmful environmental impacts. At its 
core, NEPA puts the environment on equal footing with economics and other factors. 
The importance of this principle cannot be overstated, and it must remain the bedrock 
upon which any changes to how the Forest Service approaches compliance with NEPA 
are built.   
 
At the same time, Outdoor Alliance and the broader outdoor recreation community 
recognize that sound analysis should exist in the service of sound action. Our 
community recognizes that inefficient or duplicative analysis can pull away resources 
from other priorities or create roadblocks for actions that should be taken.  
 
As written, NEPA and the accompanying CEQ and Forest Service regulations and 
authorities are inherently flexible. The Forest Service is already able to employ a variety 
of findings and approaches to conduct meaningful yet efficient analyses. There are a 
number of tools already available to the agency to streamline the NEPA process, 
including tiering, mitigated findings of no significant impact, and categorical exclusions. 
In our experience, the primary obstacle to efficiency in the Forest Service’s NEPA 
process is not NEPA or the agency’s regulations, but rather operational and cultural 
approaches within the agency that can be addressed within the realm of existing 
regulation and authority.  
 
Based on our experience working with the Forest Service, we have a number of 
suggestions we feel could help to make the agency’s environmental analysis and 
decision-making process more efficient and less cumbersome for the public and the 
agency. We share these suggestions—which can be achieved under the agency’s 
existing authorities—in our comments below. 
 
Process Improvements 
 

• Better employ high-level and tiered analysis. The Forest Service could 
improve in employing programmatic and landscape-level analysis and decision 
making, with tiered project-level analysis and/or categorical exclusions. Land 
management plans and other programmatic decisions have the potential to 



	  

	  

eliminate repetitive NEPA analysis and streamline tiered decisions, but only if 
these top level decisions include meaningful and enforceable restrictions, clear 
priorities, and sideboards that provide direction and reduce the impacts 
associated with lower level project implementation. As the Forest Service works 
to streamline NEPA implementation, we believe this further underscores the 
importance of forest planning, the necessity for robust public participation in 
planning, and the need for adequate resources to develop new plans for Forests 
with older plans.  

• Guidance for line officers on existing authority. The Forest Service should 
look for ways to more efficiently employ its existing authorities. The Forest 
Service has broad range of tools and authorities designed to make environmental 
analysis and decision making more efficient, but line officers are often unaware of 
how to use these resources. Prior to creating new authorities, the agency should 
ensure that it is making the most of those that already exist.  

• Coordination and guidance for partners. The Forest Service should look for 
opportunities for more upfront engagement when working with partners to 
determine what actions and projects are possible rather than creating an 
atmosphere of “no.” 

• More formal stakeholder engagement. The Forest Service should continue 
working to formally recognize key stakeholder input by including elements of 
collaborative-based proposals into action alternatives, or offer those alternatives 
as standalones in NEPA analyses. These proposals often reflect broad 
consensus from a majority of engaged stakeholders and can streamline public 
process and minimize conflict. 

• The Forest Service should look for opportunities to incorporate recreation 
planning into analyses and decisions that are already moving forward. For 
example, if the Forest Service is analyzing a vegetation project, it could consider 
recreation components and incorporate these where possible. 

• The Agency should aim for less repetition in NEPA documents. There is no 
need to repeat pages worth of material multiple times in a document when this 
information can be stated in detail once and then incorporated by reference. 

 
Considering the above comments, which we believe are improvements that are possible 
to achieve under existing authorities and regulations, we also offer the following 
additional suggestions if the Forest Service decides to move forward with revising its 
NEPA regulations: 
 
Categorical Exclusions 
 

● Recurring events. Categorical exclusions should be considered for recurring 
permitted recreation events in good standing that meet a qualifying “good 



	  

	  

management” status via defined criteria. Such exclusions could be issued for set 
periods of time where recurring events use designated trails and have met 
qualifying criteria. 

● Recreation infrastructure maintenance. A new recreation-focused categorical 
exclusion could be used to authorize on-the-ground management actions related 
to recreation facilities, trail maintenance improvements and realignments, and 
other similar activities that are intended to improve upon or mitigate resource 
conditions and impacts. 

 
Facilitated Access 
 
Outdoor Alliance believes that special use permitting for facilitated access is an area in 
need of reform. NEPA requirements related to facilitated access have proven to be a 
barrier to offering structured experiences enabling more Americans to get out and enjoy 
their public lands. Improvements in this area will help enable more people to get 
outside, support small businesses, and free up agency capacity for other priorities. We 
ask the Forest Service to approach any changes to the NEPA regulations and the 
outfitter/guide permitting process carefully so that the agency retains the tools needed to 
ensure that public lands remain attractive recreation destinations for a wide range of 
users.  
 
The analysis requirements that are currently being applied to outfitting and guiding 
proposals are unnecessarily complex. Their cost is preventing the Forest Service from 
authorizing new recreational activities. They also prevent the agency from reauthorizing 
some existing activities. All of this prevents people from visiting the National Forests. 
For these reasons, we believe the agency should carefully explore a recalibration of its 
NEPA compliance procedures for facilitated access. We believe it is possible to 
preserve the letter and spirit of NEPA while at the same time simplifying the process for 
issuing outfitter-guide permits. 
 

* * * 
 
With the above suggestions and principles in mind, we believe that the Forest Service 
should be able to make improvements in the efficiency of NEPA analysis while retaining 
the essential attributes of decision making informed by science and public input. In 
particular, we believe emphasizing robust public participation and sound science will 
serve the Forest Service’s objectives around working with the public to ensure that the 
agency remains a great neighbor; increasing opportunities for partnership, particularly 
as the relate to recreation infrastructure; improving the condition of the landscape; and 
enhancing recreation opportunities. We look forward to continuing to work with the 



	  

	  

Forest Service on improving NEPA policy in service to both our public lands and the 
communities who value them. 
 
Best regards, 
 

 
 
Louis Geltman 
Policy Director 
Outdoor Alliance 
 
cc: Adam Cramer, Executive Director, Outdoor Alliance 

Brady Robinson, Executive Director, Access Fund 
Wade Blackwood, Executive Director, American Canoe Association 
Mark Singleton, Executive Director, American Whitewater 
Dave Wiens, Executive Director, International Mountain Bicycling Association 
Mark Menlove, Executive Director, Winter Wildlands Alliance 
Tom Vogl, Chief Executive Officer, The Mountaineers 
Phil Powers, Chief Executive Officer, American Alpine Club 
Lee Davis, Executive Director, the Mazamas 
Scott Robson, Executive Director, Colorado Mountain Club 

 
 
  


