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August 1, 2014 
  
Joseph Adamson 
Recreation, Heritage, and Volunteer Resources Staff 
1400 Independence Avenue SW., Stop 1125 
Washington, DC 20250- 1125 
 
Submitted online via www.regulations.gov  
 
Re: Proposed Rule – Use by Over-Snow Vehicles (Travel Management Rule)  
  
Dear Mr. Adamson,  
 
Outdoor Alliance is a coalition of five national, member-based organizations, including Access 
Fund, American Canoe Association, American Whitewater, International Mountain Bicycling 
Association, and Winter Wildlands Alliance, that represents the interests of the millions of 
Americans who paddle, climb, mountain bike, hike, and backcountry ski and snowshoe on our 
nation’s public lands, waters, and snowscapes. Collectively, Outdoor Alliance has members in 
all fifty states and a network of approximately 1,100 local clubs and advocacy groups across the 
nation. Our members and the human-powered recreation community at large have a significant 
stake in the management of National Forest System lands, particularly as that relates to 
recreational access, opportunities and settings. As such, we appreciate the opportunity to 
provide comments on draft rule for over-snow vehicle use published in the Federal Register on 
June 18, 2014.  
 
Our members and supporters bring a wealth of information to the table about the places and 
experiences we value most on a given landscape. As a voice for the outdoor recreation 
community, we actively participate in a range of land management plans and processes. 
Together, we have a history of developing common-sense solutions to critical, complex land 
management challenges. Winter travel management is undoubtedly one of these, and we want 
to be there to help provide input, rally our members, and make these plans as effective as they 
can be. We see public engagement as a hallmark of effective planning – and that will remain 
true as individual forests develop winter travel plans – but a solid planning framework is also 
necessary to ensure users are drawn to the process, and that their voices are heard. The draft 
rule falls short of this in a few important ways. These shortfalls, however, can be remedied. We 
offer the comments below in an effort to remedy these shortfalls and through the frame of 
capitalizing on this opportunity to make holistic, intentional decisions about winter recreational 
access, opportunities and settings. 
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Travel Management Planning Impacts Recreational Experiences 
 
Outdoor Alliance has long been interested and involved in travel management planning because 
it is, in effect, a facet of recreation planning.  While travel planning necessarily focuses on 
designating routes, trails and areas for motorized use, the process can, and should, account for 
the use and preferences of those that experience National Forest System lands under their own 
power. The basic nature of travel management is zoning, and with that a recognition that not all 
experiences can or should be had in all places. However, where they can be accommodated 
they should provide the full experience that users are seeking. Shared use is frequently the 
most efficient use of resources, but often reduces the experience to the lowest common 
denominator and providing a very average experience. Exceptional experiences can be created, 
for all users, where use is separated or prioritized and thoughtfully managed. The proper context 
for making designations of routes, trails and areas includes an understanding of how and where 
all users interact with the landscape. But as it is typically practiced, travel management planning 
only indirectly accounts for, and manages, non-motorized uses such as mountain bicycling and 
backcountry skiing. The tools and process inherent to travel management work well, and should 
be applied more globally to explicitly and directly account for the unique experiences and places 
our user groups seek and visit. 
 
We have seen the direct approach work well at a local level for both summer and winter plans – 
like on the White River National Forest in Colorado – but too often travel plans miss the 
opportunity to adequately account for a broader spectrum of recreational users. This is 
particularly true in winter where, until now, travel analysis and planning has been discretionary, 
resulting in an inconsistent patchwork of management across National Forest System lands. We 
are glad to see that travel management will now be a year-round requirement. For the 
implementation of the rule to be successful, the Forest Service must actively consider all 
manner of recreation when conducting winter travel management planning. Doing so will help 
ensure all users can pursue the experience they seek on National Forest System lands and will 
empower the Agency to be proactive in its management of recreation, rather than merely 
making decisions that have an indirect impact on our use. 
 
 
Area Definition and the Need to Analyze Trails within a Designated Area 
 
Section 212.1 of the draft rule changes the definition of an “area” to a space “. . . that is smaller, 
and, except for over-snow vehicle use, in most cases much smaller, than a Ranger District.” We 
understand the intent to clarify that cross-country use by over-snow vehicles can occur on a 
broader scale than that of off-road vehicles.  This makes sense. Travel over snow – whether by 
bike, skis, snow machine, or on foot – generally has different impacts than similar travel on soil 
and the final rule should accommodate for those differences. Clarifying the appropriateness of 
cross country OSV use, and establishing guidelines for that use, is a more precise and effective 
solution than vastly expanding the definition of a designated area. The area definition as written 
is especially concerning when combined with several other elements of the draft rule discussed 
below. 
 
If this expanded definition of an area is combined with an “open unless closed” approach that 
the draft rule permits, and non-comprehensive plans are allowed to carry forward without 
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revision, the Forest Service could effectively avoid doing any actual planning. This is particularly 
true because the draft also proposes that trails within open areas need not be analyzed.  
 
To illustrate, imagine that a 1980’s vintage Forest Plan with broad direction on motorized use, 
and a more recent closure around a small cross-country ski area are stood up as a winter travel 
plan, with the remainder of the ranger district left entirely open to motorized use. Technically, 
this example would fit the definition of a designation, but would clearly do little to address 
present conditions or desired recreational opportunities, settings and access. To help prevent 
such a situation, human-powered winter recreation needs to be directly and explicitly considered 
as part of this planning process. The proposed area definition, when coupled with other 
elements of the draft, simply leaves too much uncertainty about what actual management of 
recreational uses will occur and the overall policy intent of the proposed rule will be materially 
frustrated.  
 
We strongly recommend that the Forest Service either: 1) retain the original area definition from 
the 2005 Travel Management Rule, or 2) require trail designation within open areas.  The Forest 
Service should also consider doing both. These fixes still unambiguously permit cross-country 
motorized use in areas, but also allow for the finer scale trail and area planning.  The result will 
be more thoughtful and sustainable travel management outcomes. 
 
Criteria for Incorporation of Prior Decisions 
 
Travel management planning is a core function of the Forest Service, involving a significant 
investment of time and resources to develop, implement and monitor designations. This is also 
true for the whole spectrum of recreational users, local governments, and other stakeholders 
who actively engage by volunteering their time and perspectives. While imperfect, it is a process 
that generally works well and at which the Agency is quite proficient. Essentially, we believe in 
the process and respect the outcomes. As such, prior decisions should be allowed to stand if 
they are comprehensive in scope, had meaningful public involvement, and demonstrate 
application of the “minimization criteria” as required by Executive Orders 11644 and 11989.  
 
The draft rule, however, is not clear on exactly what sorts of prior decisions will be revisited. For 
example, there is no guidance on how recent a decision must be, no process to show it is still 
sufficient to address current conditions, and no requirement to demonstrate that resource 
damage has been minimized and that users experiential desires have been considered. All of 
these elements contribute to the effectiveness of travel management planning. This makes their 
initial exclusion concerning, and their presence in the final rule or directives critical.  
 
The draft also leaves room for interpretation over the geographic scope required for plans to be 
exempt from revision. While plans and prior decisions that only covered part of a Ranger District 
or unit may serve as a solid foundation to inform planning, they should not replace landscape 
scale planning. Allowing partial decisions would perpetuate a piecemeal approach to 
management that is both an ineffective way to manage recreational experiences, and out of line 
with the intent of the Executive Orders.  
 
Rule language needs to clarify that past decisions only be carried forward if they are 
comprehensive in scope, had robust public participation, demonstrably meet the minimization 
criteria, and still adequately addresses conditions on the ground. In general, this is the handful 
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of plans that have come under Subpart C of the 2005 Travel Management Rule. If plans do not 
meet the above criteria, they should be revised. To this end, we offer the following language as 
a fix:  
 

§212.81 (b) Previous comprehensive over-snow vehicle decisions. Public notice with no 
further public involvement is sufficient if an administrative unit or Ranger District is 
covered by a plan developed under Subpart C of the 2005 Travel Management Rule. 

 
Barring the inclusion of this proposed language, the final rule still needs to provide a backstop 
for analyzing the inclusion of prior decisions. Without better guidelines, old, insufficient decisions 
may be incorporated wholesale into new plans without the careful look necessary to ensure they 
adequately address current conditions. To address this, we propose an alternate requirement 
that all decisions older than 2005 be reanalyzed, and that all decisions show how the Executive 
Order minimization criteria were applied prior to their incorporation in new comprehensive winter 
travel plans. This approach recognizes the investment of resources by the public and the Forest 
Service in developing solutions that work, and would allow prior decisions to be carried forward 
as an appropriate foundation for new plans. We believe this is in line with the intent of the draft 
rule, and would ensure the final rule delivers on that intent. 
 
Closed vs. Open Policies 
 
The draft rule allows over-snow designations to occur as either “allowed unless prohibited” or 
“prohibited unless allowed.” A dual designation scheme is inconsistent with how travel 
management is successfully accomplished for wheeled motorized vehicles, and could be 
confusing for users where adjoining units or districts have opposite policies. People have also 
become accustomed to checking whether their use is allowed in a particular area or trail. This 
appropriately places responsibility on the public to be informed, instead of on the Forest Service 
to tell people where they cannot go. A uniform “prohibited unless allowed” approach will set a 
common expectation for over-snow vehicle use on National Forest System lands. The Agency 
clearly has the authority to take this approach and has shown it to work well for wheeled 
motorized vehicles. Adopting a “prohibited unless allowed” policy for over-snow vehicles is the 
best path to ensure consistency, avoid confusion and promote responsible recreation. For these 
reasons, we feel the Forest Service should adopt a “prohibited unless allowed” approach in the 
final rule.  
 
Over Snow Bicycle Use 
 
The use of fat tired bicycles is quickly becoming a popular form of winter recreation. The large 
volume tires allow the bicycle to float across compacted and fresh snow and offer users another 
means of accessing huts and other winter destinations under their own power. However, 
bicycles are frequently managed based on their characteristics of having wheels rather than 
based on their environmental effects and sociological affects. For these reasons, The Forest 
Service should explicitly incorporate a definition of bicycles that unambiguously distinguishes 
them from motorized vehicles and over-snow vehicles and provide guidance to ensure that they 
are managed as non-motorized use. The following definition is used by the National Park 
Service, which we endorse and should be adopted by the Forest Service: “Bicycle. A device 
propelled solely by human power upon which a person or persons may ride on land, having one, 
two, or more wheels, except a manual wheelchair.” 
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Thank you for considering our suggestions for strengthening the winter travel management 
planning process for all stakeholders.  
 
Best regards, 
 
Adam Cramer 
Executive Director 
Outdoor Alliance  
 
cc: Brady Robinson, Executive Director, Access Fund 
 Mike Van Abel, Executive Director, International Mountain Bicycling Association 
 Wade Blackwood, Executive Director, American Canoe Association 
 Mark Singleton, Executive Director, American Whitewater 
 Mark Menlove, Executive Director, Winter Wildlands Alliance 
 Martinique Grigg, Executive Director, The Mountaineers 
 Lee Davis, Executive Director, Mazamas 
 Phil Powers, Executive Director, American Alpine Club 
 John Sterling, Executive Director, Conservation Alliance

 


