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INTRODUCTION

The Forest Service (FS) has made a decision to the amend
forest planslisted in Table 1.1. The amendment eliminates
wheeled motorized cross-country travel with afew specific
exceptions. The decision is based on the analysis in the
Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS), which was
prepared jointly with the Bureau of Land Management.
This decision document appliesto National Forest System
Landsonly.

Eachnational forest and grassland managesOHV usebased
on its land and resource management plan (referred to as
forest plans). The Dakota Prairie Grasslands are currently
covered by the Custer National Forest planandincludedin
that plan.

Table1.1 FSForest Plans

Beaverhead National Forest Plan (1986)
Bitterroot National Forest Plan (1987)
Custer National Forest Plan (1987)
(Includes Dakota Prairie Grasslands)
Deerlodge Nationa Forest Plan (1987)
Flathead National Forest Plan (1986)
Gallatin National Forest Plan (1987)

Helena National Forest Plan (1986)
Kootenai National Forest Plan (1987)

Lewis and Clark National Forest Plan (1986)

L ocation of the Analysis Area

FS Northern Region in Montana, North Dakota, and por-
tions of South Dakota administers 18.2 million acres of
National Forest System (NFS) land located within nine
national forests and the Dakota Prairie Grasslands. About
10 million of the 18.2 million acres of NFS lands are
currently designated as available to motorized wheeled
cross-country travel, either seasonally or yearlong, and
would beaffected by thisRecord of Decision (ROD). Table
1.1displaystheplansaffected by thisanalysis. Thenational
forests and grasslands acreage affected are listed in Table
1.2.

The scope of this analysis does not include the northern
Idaho portion of the Northern Region. The north Idaho
forests complicated the cooperative effort with the BLM
because the whole state of Idaho falls within a different
BLM administrative unit. In addition the dense forests and
steeper terrain in north Idaho result in relatively fewer
problems from cross-country travel by wheeled motorized
OHV's.

Table1.2

National Forests Affected | Total
and Grasdands Acres Acres

Beaverhead-Deerlodge 1,921,000 | 3,352,000
National Forest
Bitterroot National Forest
Custer National Forest
Dakota Prairie Grasslands*
Flathead National Forest
Gallatin National Forest
Helena National Forest
Kootenai National Forest
Lewis and Clark National
Forest
Lolo National Forest 0 | 2,082,000

796,000 | 1,117,000
758,000 | 1,187,000
1,260,000 | 1,260,000
1,211,000 | 2,353,000
780,000 | 1,801,000
571,000 | 975,000
1,551,000 | 2,220,000
1,347,000 | 1,862,000

*Dakota Prairie Grasslands are currently managed in accor-
dance with the Custer National Forest.

Background

Theincreased popularity and widespread use of OHV’son
public lands in the 1960’ s and early 1970’ s prompted the
development of a unified federal policy for such use.
Executive Order (EO) 11644 was issued in 1972 and EO
11989 wasissued in 1977 (Appendix A of the FEIS). They
provide direction for federal agencies to establish policies
and provide for proceduresto control and direct the use of
OHV'’son public lands so asto (1) protect the resources of
those lands; (2)Apromote the safety of all users of those
lands; and (3) minimize conflicts among the various users
onthoselands. The FSdevel oped regul ationsin responseto
the EO's(36 CFR 216, 219, and 295). Under those regula-
tions, OHV use can berestricted or prohibited to minimize
(1) damage to the soil, watershed, vegetation, or other
resourcesof thepubliclands; (2) harmtowildlifeor wildlife
habitats; and (3) conflict between the use of OHV’s and
other types of recreation.

External andinternal reviewshaveidentified concernswith
the FS implementation of the EO’s (1995, General Ac-
counting Office, Information onthe Useand | mpact of Off-
Highway V ehicles; 1986, Forest Servicereview of itsOHV
program; and the 1979 Council on Environmental Quality
review of Off-Road Vehicles on Public Land). These re-
views have identified numerous resource concerns that
would be addressed by this proposal.

The FS recognizes in their respective forest plans, policy,
and manual direction, that OHV useisavalid recreational
activity when properly managed. Managing this use along
with other recreation uses and the need to protect natural
and cultural resources has becomeincreasingly more diffi-
cult with increased public demands.



Figure 1.1 Decision Levelsfor Travel Planning

Decision Level One
Forest Plans

Provides direction for acceptable uses and pro-
tection measures. Identifies goals, objectives,
standards and guidelines for future decision-
making through site-specific planning.

Designates areas as closed, open, or limited/
restricted to motorized wheeled cross-country
travel.

Decision L evel Two
Site-Specific Planning
At theLocal Level

Provides analysis of site-specific road and trail
management designed to achieve goals and
objectives of the forest plan.

Includesidentification of when and whereindi-
vidual roads and trailswould be open or closed
to various types of use.

Planning for units of the National Forest System involves
two levels of decision (Figure 1.1). The first level, often
referredto asprogrammatic planning, isthedevel opment or
amendment of forest plansthat provide management direc-
tion for resource programs, uses, and protection measures.
Forest plansand associated amendments areintended to set
out management area prescriptionsor direction with goals,
objectives, standards, and guidelines for future decision-
making through site-specific planning. This includes the
designation of areas as closed, open or restricted to motor-
izedwheeled cross-country travel . Theenvironmental analy-
sis accomplished at the plan amendment level guides re-
source management decisions on National Forest System
(NFS) lands and aids, through thetiering process, environ-
mental analysesfor more site-specific planning. ThisFEIS
isaprogrammatic, forest plan level, document.

The second level of planning involves the analysis and
implementation of management practices designed to
achieve goals and objectives of the forest plan. This is
commonly referred to as site-specific planning. It requires
relatively detailed information that includes the location,
condition, and current uses of individua roads and trails,
and the identification of when and where individual roads
andtrailswill beopen or closed to varioustypesof use. This
step is accomplished through the site-specific planning
process at the local level.

Itisimportant for the reader to note that anytime a specific
road, trail or area has considerabl e adverse environmental
effectsoccurring from OHV use, the local manager hasthe
responsibility and authority (36 CFR 295.5) toimmediately
closetheroad, trail or areato useuntil the problem hasbeen
resolved.

Pur pose and Need

In general the need for a decision and the purpose of the
decision isbased on an evaluation of the existing condition
comparedtothedesired condition. Thefollowing describes
this process.

Purpose

Thepurpose of thisdecisionisto avoid futureimpactsfrom
the increasing use of OHV’s on aress that are currently
available to motorized wheeled cross-country travel. It
amendsforest plan directionto prohibit motorized wheeled
cross-country travel to protect natural resourcevalues. This
would providetimely directionthat would minimizefurther
resourcedamage, user conflicts, and related problemsasso-
ciated with motorized wheeled cross-country travel, in-
cluding new user-created roads, until subsequent site-spe-
cific planning is completed.

Site-specific planning would address OHV use on indi-
vidual roads and trails to provide for a range of safe
motorized recreation opportunities while continuing to
protect resource values.

This decision does not change the current restricted year-
long or closed designationsfor areas. Thisdecisiondoesnot
change current road or trail designations.

Existing Condition

About 10 million of the18.2 million acres of NFSlandsare
currently designated as available to motorized wheeled
cross-country travel, either seasonally or yearlong (Table
1.3).

Table 1.3 Affected Environment (Acres)

Open Open
Seasonally Yearlong Total
3,848,000 6,244,000 10,092,000

During the past 10 years, OHV use and associated cross-
country travel haveincreased in some areas. The estimated
number of vehiclesused off-highway acrossthethree-state



areaincreased dramatically in the 1990's (Table 1.4). The
increased use has resulted in environmental effects on
public resources in humerous areas, including roads and
trailsthat have devel oped astheresult of repeated use, often
referred to as user-created.

Table 1.4 Percent Increasein
Estimated Number of Vehicles Used Off-Highway
from 1990-1998 Acrossthe 3-State Area *

Trucks 13%
ATV’sand Motorcycles 92%

* For additional information see Chapter 3, Economics Section in
the FEIS.

Problemsdo not occur equally throughout theanalysisarea.
SomeOHV usehasoccurredinriparianareasand on highly
erodible slopes. In other areas useisvery light and little or
no effectsfrom motorized wheeled cross-country travel are
evident. It is estimated that only about 1% of the wheeled
motorized OHV users go cross-country when the whole
analysis area is considered (chapter 3 of the FEIS). How-
ever the 1% isnot evenly distributed and the cross-country
usethat occursin moresensitive areas can result in damage
from very low levels of use.

Increased use of OHV’ s has the potential to:

»  spread noxious weeds,

e causeerosion,

» damage cultura sites,

»  create user conflicts, and

o disrupt wildlife and damage wildlife habitat.

Monitoring of OHV travel at some National Forest and
district offices indicates that problems exist where unre-
stricted motorized wheel ed cross-country travel isallowed.
Some forests or districts are presently reevaluating their
existing travel management plansor devel oping new plans.
These plans are designed to determine the appropriate use
of roadsand trail sto provide areasonable mix of motorized
and nonmotorized recreation opportunities while protect-
ing other resource values. Many offices have begun or
completed site-specific planning.

Members of the public and other state and federal agencies
have shared their concerns about unrestricted OHV travel
on public lands (OHV project file).

Desired Condition
The goal of managing OHV’sisto provide arange of safe

motorized recreation opportunities, recognizing their le-
gitimate use while minimizing the current or anticipated

effectsonwildlifeand their habitat, soil, native vegetation,
water, fish, cultural resources and other users (Appendix A
of the FEIS). The long-term goal is that OHV use would
occur on designated routes and intensive use areas to
provideavariety of motorized and nonmotorizedrecreation
opportunities. However, designation of specific routes re-
quireslocal site-specific planning consistent withtheforest
plan. In the interim period before designation of travel
routes can be accomplished, it is desirable to take the first
step and restrict motorized wheeled cross-country travel.
Thedesignation of areasto therestricted yearlong category
inthe forest plansin the three-state areais a valuable step
toward the long-term goal .

Need

In comparing the existing condition to the desired condi-
tion, itisevident that OHV use and associated effects have
increased in many areas sinceforest planswere compl eted.
The FSisconcerned that continuing unrestricted use could
potentialy further increase the spread of noxious weeds,
cause erosion, damage cultural sites, create user conflicts,
disrupt wildlife and damage wildlife habitat. The trend of
increased use is expected to continue. In order to minimize
further resource damage in areas aready experiencing
increased activity and to avoid future impacts in areas not
yet affected, management of OHV use needs to be re-
viewed.

Areas that are open seasonally or yearlong to motorized
wheeled cross-country travel in current forest plansrequire
aplan amendment to address these issues. The decision to
manage the cross-country aspect of motorized wheeled
vehicle use is part of the responsibility of public land
managers to balance human use with the need to protect
natural resources.

TheFSNatural Resource Agendahasestablished anumber
of goalsfor maintaining and restoring the health, diversity,
and productivity of the land, which include: protect and
restore the settings of outdoor recreation; determine the
best way to access the national forest or grassland; reduce
impacts of the existing road system; restore watersheds,
and providean avenueto collaboratewith communities, the
private sector and other agencies. This decision will help
address severa of these goals.

DECISION

After careful consideration of the potential environmental
impacts, the effectivenessin resolving the planning i ssues,
responsivenessto public concern, and compliance with FS
statutory authority and Executive Orders 11644 and 11989
it is my decision to adopt Alternative 5.



My decisionamendsthenineforest planslistedin Table1.1
and establishes a new standard that restricts yearlong,
wheeled motorized cross-country travel, where it is not
aready restricted. There are several specific exceptionsto
thisrestriction:

e Motorized wheeled cross-country travel would be al-
lowed for any military, fire, search and rescue, or law
enforcement vehicle used for emergency purposes.

e Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for the FS
would belimited to official administrative businessas
outlined by internal memo (see Appendix D of the
FEIS).

e Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for other gov-
ernment entities on official administrative business
would require authorization from the local field man-
ager or district ranger in their respective areas. This
authorization would be through normal permitting
processes and/or memoranda of understanding.

e Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees
and permittees would be limited to the administration
of afederal lease or permit.

e Motorized wheeled cross-country travel to acampsite
would be permissible within 300 feet of roads and
trails.

This decision directs the forests/grasslands to prioritize
areas across each unit asto whether they are high, medium
or low priority for site-specific planning, based on the
factors identified in Appendix B of the FEIS. The
prioritization will be completed within six months of the
release of this decision. High priority areas will have site-
specific planning initiated no later than two years after this
decision. Medium will beinitiated within 5 years. No time
limit is specified for the low priorities. Site-specific plan-
ningistheprocessthat will resultinthedesignation of roads
and trails for their appropriate uses.

Approximately 3600 acres of drawdown areaaround Lake
Koocanusa on the Rexford District of the Kootenai Na-
tional Forest isexcluded fromthisdecision. Thedrawdown
area is currently being addressed in the Rexford District
Recreation Management Plan.

REASONSFOR DECISION

Alternative 5 was selected because it minimizes further
resource damage, user conflicts and related problems, in-
cluding new user-created roads, associated with motorized
wheeled cross-country travel. The protection provided by

aternative5isdlightly lessthan alternative 1 (Chapter 3 of
FEIS) because it allows more administrative and other
permitted uses of OHV’ s cross-country. However, thisuse
would be conducted in a controlled manner, according to
permit requirements, to mitigate potential adverse effects.
Examples of permit requirements include the cleaning of
equipment to avoid spreading invasiveweeds, avoi dance of
threatened or endangered species habitat, timing restric-
tions, etc. This dlight tradeoff is made in order to maintain
efficient and effective management of the public’'s re-
sources by allowing limited motorized wheeled cross-
country travel for conducting needed work, such as pre-
scribed fires, treating invasive weeds, conducting monitor-
ing or research, maintaining or constructing fences, utility
structures and other types of improvements.

Alternative 5 does not allow motorized wheeled cross-
country travel for big gameretrieval, asinaternative 2, the
preferred alternative in the draft EIS. This game retrieval
restriction would: reduce the conflicts between motorized
and nonmotorized users during the hunting season; reduce
the potential for introducing invasive weeds; reduce the
potential for soil erosion; reducethepotential for impactsto
wildlife; be more responsive to numerous public concerns
that were expressed about the inappropriateness of allow-
ing an exception for gameretrieval; and be consistent with
the long-term goal of using vehicles on designated routes.
For these reasons dternative 5 was selected instead of
aternative 2.

Alternative 5 alowsfor dispersed camping within 300 feet
of aroad or trail provided recreationists usethe most direct
route and select their site by nonmotorized means. This
greater distance than in aternative 1 (50') was important
particularly in areas without any developed campgrounds.
This allows people to move away from the dust and noise
generated ontheroad or trail. Agency recreation specialists
expectrelatively little use of thisexception, asmost popular
dispersed campsites aready have aroad accessing them.

There are parts of thisthree-state areawith relatively little
damage from wheeled motorized cross-country travel as
described in the FEIS. Alternative 3 excluded the Bitter-
root, Kootenai and Flathead National Forests because they
arerelatively steep and densely vegetated which precludes
the use of OHV's in many areas. | did not choose that
aternative, to prevent future problems of invasive weed
introductions, the development of unclassified roads and
trails, potential effects on historic and cultura resources
and effects on wildlife and their habitat from developing
and to provide consistency of use within the analysis area
and between the BLM and Forest Service.

Alternative 5 was selected instead of alternative 4 because
| felt the seasonal restrictions did not provide sufficient



protection from the spread of invasive weeds, the potential
for development of more unclassified (user-created) roads
and trails, damage to historic and cultural resources or
adequately protect wildlife and their habitat. Particularly
the protection of threatened and endangered species that
may be unknowingly affected by cross-country users. This
same rational e was applied for not selecting the no action
alternative.

This important step towards the goal of designated roads
andtrailswill allow themaintenance of alegitimateform of
recreation while the natural and cultural resources of the
national forests are maintained and user-conflictsare mini-
mized. The designation of roads and trails alows for
knowledgeable monitoring and evaluation of use and the
effects of use that cannot be accounted for when large
expanses of land are open for cross-country use.

Alternative5 providesspecific mitigation measuresconsis-
tent with the Endangered Species Act for the threatened
western prairie fringed orchid in known habitat on the
Sheyenne National Grassland. It providesfor positive ben-
efits for several other listed species (Appendix C of the
FEIS) aswell as many other species of wildlife (Chapter 4
of the FEIS), whereas the no action alternative compl etely
lacks these protections.

Thisdecisionisconsistent with the BLM’ spreferred alter-
nativein the FEIS, which providesfor better serviceto the
public, since the rules are the same and will not create
confusion for the users of federal public lands.

Thisdecision and thelocal site-specific planning approach
it prescribesis consistent with the proposed roads rule the
FSrecently published (36 CFR 212). It provides a process
for resolving the disposition of unclassified roads, includ-
ing user-created roads and trails. It moves the agency
towards designated routes, which many people, organiza-
tions and other agencies have advocated.

Thisdecision in conjunction with the existing authority for
local line officers, to immediately close any areas roads or
trailsthat are or will cause considerable adverse effects (36
CFR 295), will substantially improve the our ability to
maintain the use of OHV'’s as a recreationa activity and
meet our responsibility to protect the cultural and environ-
mental values of the national forests.

IMPLEMENTATION

This decision will take effect 7 days after publication of
legal noticein each of the newspapersof record listed at the
end of this document.

The actual application of the decision will be through
activities on each of the forests and grasslands affected.
This will include a CFR order signed by each forest/
grassland supervisor eliminating cross-country travel. This
will be added to the travel management maps for each
forest/grassland. Signs will be posted on the major portal
roadsto NFS lands prohibiting cross-country travel. These
orders and signswill bein place by July 1, 2001.

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

This section describes the No Action Alternative and five
other aternatives for management of OHV’'s on public
lands. All aternatives comply with the National Forest
Management Act (NFMA) of 1976, and are subject to
compliancewith all valid statuteson NFSlands. | mpacts of
all resources are considered through the National Environ-
mental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969.

Attributes Common to All Alternatives

The FS will consult in accordance with Section 7 of the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) through the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service to ensure any site-specific plan is not
likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any species
listed or proposed to be listed under the provisions of the
ESA, or result in thedestruction or adverse modification of
designated or proposed critical habitat.

Through subsequent site-specific planning, the FS will
designate roads and trails for motorized use. With public
involvement the agencies would continue with ongoing
travel management plans and develop new travel manage-
ment plans (i.e., landscape analysis, watershed plans, or
activity plans) for geographical areas. Through site-spe-
cificplanning, roadsandtrail swoul d beinventoried, mapped,
and analyzed to the degree necessary to evaluate and
designate the roads and trails as open, seasonally open, or
closed and determine the type of vehicle. The inventory
would be commensurate with the analysis needs, issues,
and desired resource conditions based on forest plan objec-
tives for the analysis area. When addressing roads, the
proposed FS roads policy will be utilized (36 CFR 212).

Site-specific planning could includeidentifying opportuni-
tiesfor trail construction and/or improvement, eliminating
roads/trails that are causing resource problems or adding
specific areas where intensive OHV use may be appropri-
ate. A change in area designations from restricted to open
would require a plan amendment. Implementation and
monitoring are described in Appendix B of the FEIS.
Implementationincludesprioritizing areasfor site-specific
planning within six months of the respective agencies
Record of Decision based on the resources in the area.



Disabled access will be allowed per the Rehabilitation Act
of 1973.

No Action Alternative (Current
M anagement)

This alternative would continue current direction and was
used as the baseline condition for comparing the other
alternatives. The FS would continue to manage OHV'’s
using existing direction and regulations. It addressed a
number of issues and concerns raised during scoping, such
asthe proposal is too restrictive and effects on the ground
do not warrant any change. It also addressed the concern
that it is unrealistic to provide consistent management of
OHV'’s across a three-state area due to wide variations of
issues and problems that would necessitate decisions be
made at the local level.

Areas currently open seasonally or yearlong to motorized
wheel ed cross-country travel would remainopen (Table1.3
and Map 1inthe FEIS). Thetableand map reflect designa-
tionsidentified in existing forest plans.

Site-specific planning and enforcement of OHV regula
tions would occur at current levels.

Alternative 1

Thisisthe most restrictive alternative for management of
OHV'’s. Motorized wheel ed cross-country travel would be
prohibited with only a few exceptions for emergency and
limited administrative purposes. This alternative was de-
veloped to address concerns that OHV use needed to be
restricted quickly and was overdue because of resource
impactsand user conflicts. Concernsaddressed wereto stop
the expansion of problems associated with the spread of
noxious weeds, user conflicts, wildlife harassment and
habitat alteration, effects on vegetation, soils and aquatic
resources, and further deterioration of FS Inventoried
Roadless, Recommended Wilderness and Montana Wil-
derness Study Areas.

The FS would restrict motorized wheeled cross-country
travel yearlong (Map 1, FEIS). Theselands, approximately
10 million acres, would be designated restricted yearlong
under FS regulations (36 CFR 295).

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel would be allowed
for any military, fire, search and rescue, or law enforcement
vehicle used for emergency purposes.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for FS official
administrative businesswoul d not be allowed without prior
approval by the authorized officer (district ranger).

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees and
permitteesto administer federal leasesor permitswould not
beallowed unless specifically authorized under thelease or
permit.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel would not be al-
lowed for the retrieval of abig game animal.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel would not be al-
lowed for persona use permits such as firewood and
Christmas tree cutting.

The following exception would apply unless currently
restricted:

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for camping
would be permissiblewithin 50 feet of roadsand trails
by the most direct route after site selection by
nonmotorized means. This exception does not apply
where existing seasonal restrictions prohibit traveling
off designated routes to a campsite.

Alternative 2

Thisalternativewasbased ontheinitial proposal and public
comments received during scoping. It restricts motorized
wheeled cross-country travel throughout the analysis area
but allowssome additional exceptionscomparedtoalterna-
tive 1, for relatively infrequent activities. Similar to Alter-
native 1, concerns addressed were to stop the expansion of
problems associ ated with the spread of noxiousweeds, user
conflicts, wildlife harassment and habitat alteration, effects
on vegetation, soils and aquatic resources, and further
deterioration of FS Inventoried Roadless, Recommended
Wildernessand MontanaWilderness Study Areas. It meets
the concern that the FS needsto allow for some exceptions
for motorized wheeled cross-country travel, such as game
retrieval and camping. It provides almost the same ease of
enforcement and consistency between the BLM and FS as
Alternative 1.

The FS would restrict motorized wheeled cross-country
travel yearlong (Map 1, FEIS). Theselands, approximately
10 million acres, would be designated restricted yearlong
under FS regulations (36 CFR 295).

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel would be allowed
for any military, fire, search and rescue, or law enforcement
vehicle used for emergency purposes.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for FS official
administrative business would be allowed.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees and
permitteesto administer federal leasesor permitswould be



allowed, unless specifically prohibited in the lease or per-
mit. Thiswould not changeany existing termsor conditions
in current leases or permits. However, this would not
preclude modifying leases or permits to limit motorized
wheeled cross-country travel based on further site-specific
analysis.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for personal use
permits, such asfirewood and Christmastree cutting, could
be permitted at the local level (FS ranger district) at the
discretion of the authorizing officer.

The following exceptions would apply unless currently
restricted:

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for camping
would be permissiblewithin 300 feet of roadsandtrails
by the most direct route after site selection by
nonmotorized means. This exception would not apply
where existing seasonal restrictions prevent traveling
off designated routes to a campsite.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel by the most
direct routetoretrieveabig gameanimal in possession
would be allowed only in the following field unitsin
Montana: Custer National Forest (NF) withthe excep-
tion of the Beartooth Ranger District. Motorized
wheeled cross-country travel in all other areas to re-
trieveabiggameanimal would not beallowed. Through
subsequent site-specific planning big game retrieval
could be restricted.

The following mitigation measures for the western prairie
fringed orchid would apply:

M otorized wheeled cross-country travel for FSofficial
administrativebusinesswould not bea lowedinknown
western prairiefringed orchid habitat on the Sheyenne
National Grassland in eastern North Dakota without
prior approval.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees
and permittees to administer federal leases or permits
would not beallowed inknownwestern prairiefringed
orchid habitat on the Sheyenne National Grassland in
eastern North Dakota without prior approval.

Alternative 3

This dternative is based on the premise that the agencies
should not restrict OHV usewhere problemsarelimited by
steep terrain and dense vegetation or where existing regu-
lations are adequate. Lands in the Flathead, K ootenai and
Bitterroot National Forestsin western Montana would not
be affected by this alternative. Preliminary analysis indi-

cated that even though significant amounts of federal land
were open to motorized wheeled cross-country travel in
western Montana, current technology of OHV's generally
haslimited the expansion of user-created routes because of
relative steepness and dense vegetation. Concerns for the
needtorestrict OHV'’ sintheremainder of theanalysisarea
are similar to Alternative 2. Concerns addressed were to
stop the expansion of problems associated with the spread
of noxious weeds, user conflicts, wildlife harassment and
habitat alteration, effects on vegetation, soils and aquatic
resources, and further deterioration of FS Inventoried
Roadless, Recommended Wilderness and Montana Wil-
derness Study Areas. It meetsthe concern that the agencies
need to allow some exceptions for motorized wheeled
cross-country travel, such as game retrieval and camping.

The FS would prohibit motorized wheeled cross-country
travel yearlong in the Beaverhead-Deerlodge NF, Custer
NF, Dakota Prairie Grasslands, Gallatin NF, Helena NF,
andthe Lewisand Clark NF (Map 2inthe FEIS). Approxi-
mately 6.6 million acres would be designated restricted
yearlong under the FS regulations (36 CFR 295).

M otorized wheeled cross-country travel would be allowed
for any military, fire, searchand rescue, or law enforcement
vehicle used for emergency purposes.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for FS official
administrative business would be alowed.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees and
permitteesto administer federal |eases or permitswould be
allowed, unless specifically prohibited in the lease or per-
mit. Thiswould not changeany existing termsor conditions
in current leases or permits. However, this would not
preclude modifying leases or permits to limit motorized
wheeled cross-country travel based on further site-specific
analysis.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for personal use
permits, such asfirewood and Christmastree cutting, could
be permitted at the local level (FS ranger district) at the
discretion of the authorizing officer.

The following exceptions would apply unless currently
restricted:

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for camping
woul d be permissiblewithin 300feet of roadsandtrails
by the most direct route after site selection by
nonmotorized means. This exception does not apply
where existing seasonal restrictions prohibit traveling
off designated routes to a campsite.



Motorized wheeled cross-country travel by the most
direct route would be alowed from 10:00 a.m. until
2:00 p.m. to retrieve a big game anima that is in
possession. Through subsequent site-specific plan-
ning big game retrieval could be restricted.

Alternative 4

Thisalternative restricts motorized wheeled cross-country
travel seasonally to lessen impacts on resource values and
to minimizeuser conflicts. Motorized wheel ed cross-coun-
try travel would be restricted to times of the year when the
ground isgenerally frozen (December 2 to February 15) or
during dryer periods (June 15 to August 31) to reduce soil
and vegetation impacts, aquatic resource damage, and to
minimize user conflicts. No motorized wheeled cross-
country travel would be allowed during big game hunting
seasons in all three states, with the exception of game
retrieval, to minimize user conflicts and wildlife harass-
ment. Gameretrieval would beallowed in all open areas of
theanalysisarea. It meetstheconcernthat theagenciesneed
to allow some exceptions for motorized wheeled cross-
country travel, such as game retrieval and camping. It
provides ailmost the same ease of enforcement and consis-
tency betweenthetwo agenciesasAlternative 1 becausethe
timing and exceptions are the same throughout the three-
state area.

The FS would restrict motorized wheeled cross-country
travel seasonally (Map 1, FEIS). Theseareaswould beopen
to motorized wheeled cross-country travel from June 15 to
August 31 and from December 2 to February 15. These
|ands, approximately 10 million acres, would bedesignated
limited or restricted seasonally under FS regulations (36
CFR 295).

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel would be allowed
for any military, fire, search and rescue, or law enforcement
vehicle used for emergency purposes.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for FS official
administrative business would be allowed.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees and
permitteesto administer federal leases or permitswould be
alowed, unless specifically prohibited in the lease or per-
mit. Thiswould not changeany existingtermsor conditions
in current leases or permits. However, this would not
preclude modifying leases or permits to limit motorized
wheeled cross-country travel based on further site-specific
analysis.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for personal use
permits, such asfirewood and Christmastreecutting, could
be permitted at the local level (FS ranger district) at the
discretion of the authorizing officer.

The following exceptions would apply unless currently
restricted:

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for camping
would be permissiblewithin 300feet of roadsandtrails
by the most direct route after site selection by
nonmotorized means. This exception does not apply
where existing seasonal restrictions prohibit traveling
off designated routes to a campsite.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel by the most
direct route would be allowed to retrieve a big game
animal that isin possession. Through subsequent site-
specificplanningbiggameretrieval could berestricted.

Alternative 5 (Preferred Alternative)

Thisalternativewasdevel oped in responseto commentson
the DEIS from the public and other agencies. It restricts
motorized wheeled cross-country travel throughout the
analysis area to protect riparian areas, wetlands, crucial
wildlifehabitat, threatened or endangered species, soilsand
vegetation, aquatic resources, and to reduce user conflicts.
The dternative addresses the concern that the agencies
need to allow an exception for camping, but includes
specificlimitationsonthat exception. Thisalternativewould
limit travel for administrative use by the FS, other govern-
ment entities, and lessees and permittees, but would allow
motorized wheeled cross-country travel when necessary.

The FS would restrict motorized wheeled cross-country
travel yearlong (Map 1, FEIS). Theselands, approximately
10 million acres, would be designated restricted yearlong
for motorized wheeled cross-country travel under FSregu-
lations (36 CFR 295).

TheFSrecognizethere are some valid needsfor motorized
wheeled cross-country travel. The following outlines the
needs for motorized wheeled cross-country travel allowed
in this alternative.

Motorized wheel ed cross-country travel would be allowed
for any military, fire, search and rescue, or law enforcement
vehicle used for emergency purposes.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for the FS would
belimited to official administrative businessasoutlined by
internal memo (see Appendix D of the FEIS). Examples of
administrative use would be prescribed fire, noxious weed
control, revegetation, and surveying. Wherepossible, agency
personnel performing administrative functions would lo-
cateasign or noticeintheareathey areworking to identify
for the public the function they are authorized to perform.



Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for other govern-
ment entities on official administrative business would
require authorization from the local field manager or dis-
trict ranger in their respective areas. This authorization
would bethroughnormal permitting processesand/or memo-
randa of understanding. Some examples of other agency
administrative usewould be noxiousweed control, survey-
ing, and animal damagecontrol efforts. Wherepossible, the
authorized party performingadministrativefunctionswould
locate a sign or notice in the area they are working to
identify for the public the function they are authorized to
perform.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees and
permittees would be limited to the administration of a
federal leaseor permit. Personsor corporationshaving such
apermit or lease could perform administrativefunctionson
public lands within the scope of the permit or lease. How-
ever, thiswould not precludemodifying permitsor leasesto
limit motorized wheeled cross-country travel during fur-
ther site-specific analysis to meet resource management
objectives or standards and guidelines. Some examples of
administrative functions include, but are not limited to:

*  Gasor€electricutilitiesmonitoring autility corridor for
safety conditions or normal maintenance,

* Accessing a remote communication site for normal
maintenance or repair,

» Livestock permittees checking vegetative conditions,
building or maintaining fences, delivering salt and
supplements, movinglivestock, checkingwellsor pipe-
lines as part of theimplementation of agrazing permit
or lease, and

»  Scientific groups under contract for resource assess-
ments or research.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for personal use
permits, such asfirewood and Christmastree cutting, could
be allowed at the local level (FSranger district) in specific
areas identified for such use. In all other areas, motorized
wheeled cross-country travel associated with personal use
permits would not be allowed.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for big game re-
trieval would not be allowed.

The following exception would apply unless currently
restricted:

M otorized wheeled cross-country travel to acampsite
would be permissible within 300 feet of roads and
trails. Sitesdl ection must becompl eted by nonmotorized
means and accessed by the most direct route causing
theleast damage. Thisexception doesnot apply where
existing seasona restrictions prohibit traveling off
designated routes to a campsite. Existing local rules
take precedence over this exception. This distance
could be modified through subsequent site-specific
planning.

The following mitigation measures for the western prairie
fringed orchid would apply:

M otorized wheeled cross-country travel for FSofficial
administrativebusinesswould not beallowedinknown
western prairiefringed orchid habitat on the Sheyenne
National Grassland in eastern North Dakota without
prior approval so as to eliminate impacts to occupied
habitat.

Motorized wheeled cross-country travel for lessees
and permittees to administer federal leases or permits
would not beallowed inknownwestern prairiefringed
orchid habitat on the Sheyenne National Grassland in
eastern North Dakota without prior approval so asto
eliminate impacts to occupied habitat.
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PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

The Forest Service and BLM conducted public involve-
ment for the proposed amendments consi stent with proce-
dures required by the National Environmental Policy Act.
A Noticeof Intent waspublished in the Federal Register on
January 22, 1999. Nearly 14,000 scoping letters were
mailed out. The comment period was extended to May
31,1999. During that time 35 open houses were conducted,
which approximately 1400 people attended. During the
scoping period nearly 3,400 letters were received and
reviewed and used to identify issues and develop alterna
tives.

The draft EIS had a 90 day comment period that ended
February 24,2000. During this period 35 open houseswere
hosted with over 1,500 peopleattending. Over 2,300 | etters
were received and analyzed.

A thorough description of the public involvement process
and responses to comments is located in Chapter 4 of the
FEIS.

LEGALLY REQUIRED FINDINGS

National Forest Management Act: Finding
of Nonsignificant Amendment

TheNFMA significancedeterminationisbased onareview
of the degree to which management direction for the area
covered by aforest plan is being changed. The purpose of
this amendment is to restrict motorized wheeled cross-
country travel to avoidfutureimpactsto soil, water, vegeta-
tion, wildlife and its habitat, the spread of invasive weed
species, damage to cultura resources and minimize user
conflicts. These problems are occurring in some areas. A
major reason for this decision is preventative in nature.
Giventheincreasesin OHV useinthepast tenyearsandthe
expectation of that trend to continue the decision to amend
forest plansto restrict cross-country travel has been made.

NFMA provides that forest plans may be amended in any
manner, but if theamendment resultsinasignificant change
in the plan, additional procedures must be followed. The
Forest Service Handbook (FSH 1909.12) identifies four
factors to consider in determining whether an amendment
is significant. These are addressed below for this amend-
ment.

It is important to put these decisions into context with
national direction for OHV management. The Executive
Orders11644 and 11989 direct federal agenciestoestablish
proceduresto control and direct theuseof OHV’son public
lands so as to (1) protect the resources of those lands, (2)
promote the safety of all users, and (3) minimize conflicts
among the various users of thoselands. The E.O.’ srequire
thedesignation of areasand trailsfor useby OHV's. These
amendments only deal with the area designation. Existing
land management plans allocated lands to one of three
categories: closed — no motorized travel permitted; re-
stricted — seasonally or year-long restrictions on the use of
OHV'’s; open — areas open to use anytime. These amend-
ments shift lands from open and seasonally restricted to
yearlong restrictions. These amendments result in minor
changesintheuseof theforestsfor motorized recreationists
asdiscussed in chapter 3, recreation section of the FEIS. It
explainsthat motorized recreationisjust onesegment of the
overall suite of possible activities provided on the national
forests/grass ands. Andthat OHV motorizedwheeled cross-
country travel recreation is just a small portion of the
motorized forms of recreation (approximately 1%, see
chapter 3, recreation section of FEIS).

The following four factors and their discussion were used
in determining significance:

Timing: Identify when the changeisto take place. Deter-
mine whether the change is necessary during or after the
plan period or whether the changeisto take place after the
next scheduled revision of the forest plan.

NFMA requires that Forest and Grassand Plans be
revised at least every 15 years. These plans have been
inplacesince1986-1987. Theplanrevisionsaresched-
uled in the next couple of years. Thusit islatein the
current planning period.

These OHV area designation amendments are taking
placeduringthecurrent planning period prior tocomple-
tionof therevisions. Asstatedin FSH 1909.12, chapter
5.32, “the later the change, the less likely it is to be
significant for the current forest plan.”

L ocation and Size: Determine the location and size of the
areainvolved in the change. Define the relationship of the
affected areato the overall planning area.

Thefollowing table displays the acres and percentage
of each forest plan that isand is not affected by these
amendments.



National Forest/ Acres Open Acres Closed/ Per cent of
Grasdand Yearlong Restricted Yearlong Total Acres Unit Open
Beaverhead-Deerlodge* 1,921,000 1,431,000 3,352,000 57%
Bitterroot** 796,000 321,000 1,117,000 71%
Custer 758,000 429,000 1,187,000 64%
Dakota Prairiex** 1,260,000 0 0 100%
Flathead 1,211,000 1,142,000 2,353,000 51%
Gallatin 780,000 1,021,000 1,801,000 43%
Helena 571,000 404,000 975,000 59%
Kootenai** 1,447,000 670,000 2,220,000 70%
Lewis& Clark 1,347,000 516,000 1,862,000 72%

*These two forests are administered as one forest but have two separate plans.

** Acreages only include lands in Montana.

***Part of the Custer NF plan. A separate plan is currently being devel oped.

The area involved with the change in designation
ranges from 43 to 100 % of the affected forestsy
grasslands, which is fairly large. However the forest/
grassland recreation experts have estimated the num-
ber of cross-country wheeled OHV users to be about
1% of all OHV users acrossthe forests/grasslands and
therangeisfromlessthan 1%to 10% (chapter 3FEIS).
M ost wheel ed motorized OHV useoccursonroadsand
trails. Roads and trails remain open within existing
restrictions. Asdescribed in the environmental setting
in chapter 3 much of the National Forest System lands
aresteep andtreesand other vegetationisdenseenough
to preclude cross-country use by OHV's cross-coun-
try. Therefore the change in designation has a much
smaller effect on OHV users than depicted by these
figures since roads and trails remain open. More than
three quarters of the Northern Region is forested.
Because of the small magnitude of effects and the fact
that much of theland is not now accessible thisis not
asignificant amendment.

Goals, Objectives and Outputs: Determine whether the
change alterslong-term rel ationships between the level s of
goods and services projected by the forest plan. Consider
whether anincrease in one type of output would trigger an
increase or decreasein another. Determinewhether thereis
ademand for goods or services not discussed in the forest
plan.

Thisamendment isfully consistent withthegoalsinall
nineof theforest plansaffected. None of thegoalswill
be altered by this decision. There are no new forest
plan goals established.

Thisamendment is fully consistent with and does not
alter the objectives of each forest plan. No new objec-
tives are established.

There are no significant changes, in outputs projected
by the forest/grassland plans, expected as a result of
this decision. The greatest effect is upon motorized
OHV users. This effect is relatively minor since the
majority of use (estimated to be 99% inthe EIS) ison
roads and trails and thus is minimally altered by this
decision. It isexpected that most of the OHV usersthat
haverecreated cross-country will shift their activity to
roads and trails rather than stop recreating altogether.
Therewill besomebenefitsforwildlifehabitat, slightly
reduce the spread of noxious weeds, sightly improve
habitat for some Threatened and Endangered species.
None of these changes alter the long-term projections
of goods and services projected in the forest/grassland
plans.

Thisdecision does not deal with ademand for goods
or services that were not discussed in the previous
planning efforts.

Management Pr escription: determinewhether thechange
inamanagement prescriptionisonly for aspecific situation
or it would apply to future decisions throughout the plan-
ning area. Determine whether or not the change alters the
desired future condition of the land and resources or the
anticipated goods and services to be produced.

This amendment does not change any Management
Area (MA) designations. It does change where the
motorized activity withinthe MA’s can be conducted.
It eliminates the motorized wheeled cross-country
travel, with afew specifically managed exceptions, but
does not change the current use of roads and trailsin
place now.

This decision does change the designation of areasfor
wheeled motorized cross-country travel for future de-
cisions not just for a specific situation.



It does not change the desired future condition of the
land and resources asdescribed in the existing plans or
make a consequential change in goods and services
that are produced.

Conclusion: Based on aconsideration of the four factors,
and considering the nine Plans being amended, | have
determined that the adoption of this amendment is not
significant under NFMA. Thisamendment isfully consis-
tent with the current goals and objectives of the respective
plans.

National Forest Management Act: Diversity
and Viability Provisionsfor Fish and
Wildlife

The National Forest Management Act requires the Secre-
tary of Agricultureto specify “guidelinesfor land manage-
ment plans devel oped to achieve the goals of the Program
which provide for diversity of plant and animal communi-
ties based on the suitability and capability of the specific
land areain order to meet overall multiple-use objectives’
(16 U.S.C. 1604(g)(3)(B)). In accord with this diversity
provision, the Secretary promulgated a regulation that
providesin part: “Fish and wildlife habitat shall be man-
aged to maintain viable populations of existing native and
desired non-native vertebrate speciesin the planning area”
(36 CFR 219.19).

Thescientific community and courtsrecognizethat NFMA
does not create a concrete, precise standard for diversity.
The Committee of Scientiststhat provided scientificadvice
to the Forest Service on drafting of NFMA regulations
stated that “it isimpossible to write specific regulations to
‘providefor’ diversity” and “there remains agreat deal of
room for honest debate on the trandlation of policy into
management planning requirements and into management
programs’ (44 Fed. Reg. 26,600-01 & 26,608).

In this planning context, absol ute certainty is not possible.
Thus, the determination is a matter of risk or likelihood
when considering the effects of the action.

In making the determination for this decision the effects
displayed in chapter 4 of the FEIS, indicate alternative 5
will bebeneficial for wildlifeby reducingdisturbanceof the
animals and damageto plants. It will reduce the damageto
habitat and reduce the spread of invasive exotic plants. It
will reduce the amount of sediment introduced to streams,
result in less damage to riparian zone soil and vegetation.
Therefore, | concludethisdecision will positively contrib-
uteto the maintenance of diversity and viahility of fishand
wildlife on the national forest lands affected.

Endangered Species Act

A team of biologists and botanists prepared a Biological
Assessment on this proposed amendment to the Forest
Plans. This Biological Assessment, which is included as
Appendix C of the Final EIS, summarizesthe consultation
processonthe proposed plan amendment, and eval uatesthe
potential effects of the proposed amendment on listed
species and species proposed for listing. The Biological
Assessment determined that the proposed amendment is
may effect, not likely to adversely affect the, threatened
grizzly bear, bald eagle, piping plover, bull trout and
Canadalynx or bull trout, endangered gray wolf and black-
footed ferret, or mountain plover and Spalding’s catchfly.
Thelast two determinationswould be madeif thefina rule
were to list them. It was determined the amendment will
have no effect on the endangered least tern, whooping
crane, pallid sturgeon, white sturgeon, American burying
beetle or the threatened water howellia, Uteladies’ tresses
and western prairie fringed orchid.

TheForest Servicerequestedthat theU.S. FishandWildlife
Servicereview the Biological Assessment in aletter dated
December 7, 2000. The Fish and Wildlife Service con-
curred and stated that it did not anticipate any incidental
takeof listed speciesasaresult of the proposed amendment.
Asaresult, they concluded that formal consultation under
the Endangered Species Act is not required.

NEPA: Environmentally Preferred
Alternative

The Council on Environmental Quality regulations for
implementing NEPA require that the Record of Decision
specify “the alternative or alternatives which were consid-
eredtobeenvironmentally preferable’ (40 CFR 1505.2(b)).
This alternative has generally been interpreted to be the
aternative that will promote the national environmental
policy asexpressed in NEPA's Section 101 (CEQ’ s* Forty
Most-Asked Questions”, 46 Federal Register, 18026, March
23,1981). Ordinarily, thismeansthealternativethat causes
the least damage to the biological and physical environ-
ment; it also means the alternative that best protects, pre-
serves, and enhances historic, cultural, and natura re-
sources.

Alternative 1 is the environmentally preferred alternative
since it has the greatest level of restrictions on the use of
wheeled motorized OHV'’ straveling cross-country, there-
fore it would have the least effects on the biological,
physical, cultural and historic resources.



Environmental Justice (Executive Order
12898)

Executive Order 12898, “ Federal Actionsto AddressEnvi-
ronmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-In-
come Populations,” requires that Federal agencies make
achieving environmental justice part of their mission by
identifying and addressing, as appropriate, disproportion-
ately high and adverse human health and environmental
effects of their programs, policies, and activities on minor-
ity populations and low-income populations.

We have conducted a qualitative assessment of environ-
mental justice considerations based on the information in
the Fina EIS. My conclusion is that the risk of such
disproportionate effects on minority or low-income popu-
lations from this amendment is very low. The Final EIS
consistently ranks Alternative 5 as among those with the
lowest risk of adverse environmental effects from land
management activities. Based on the assessment thereisno
evidence that the low level or risk is disproportionately
placed on low income or minority populations.

Alternative 5 also does not pose any significant socioeco-
nomic risks that disproportionately affect low income or
minority popul ationsin communitieswheretimber produc-
ing employment opportunities and workers are located.
Alternative 5 will not cause a significant change in local
employment or revenue sharing with local communities.
Thus, this decision should not disproportionately affect
low-income or minority populations and communities.

ADMINISTRATIVEAPPEAL
OPPORTUNITIES

Implementation of thisdecision shall not occur until 7 days
following publication of the legal notice of the decisionin
the following newspapers of record: Missoulian, Great
Falls Tribune, Billings Gazette, Montana Standard, Ravalli
Republic, Bismark Tribune, Rapic City Journal, Daily
Interlake, Bozeman Chronicleand thelndependent Record.

Thisdecision to adopt ais subject to appeal pursuant to 36
CFR 217.

This Forest Plan Revision was developed using planning
regulations that were adopted in 1982 under 36 CFR 219.
On Thursday November 9, 2000 new regulations for the
appeal process (36 CFR 217) and the forest planning
process (36 CFR 219) were adopted through publicationin
the Federal Register. Instead of an appeal processan objec-
tion process will be used for any decisions made using the
new planning regulation.

Since this plan was developed using the 1982 planning
regulationthat meansthereisneither an appeal or objection
processfor thisdecision. Giventhissituation | havedecided
to providefor what | am calling avoluntary appeal process
on the Forest Service's part using the same procedures as
outlined in the now obsolete 36 CFR 217 appeal process.
Therefore, this decision issubject to administrative review
pursuant to 36 CFR 217 prior to their removal. What that
meansisawritten appeal of this decision, anonsignificant
Forest Plan amendment, must befiledinduplicatewithin45
days of thedate of the published legal notice. Appealsmust
be filed with:

Chief, USDA Forest Service
14" and I ndependence, SW
201 14" Street

Washington, DC 20250

Any notice of appeal must befully consistent with 36 CRF
217.9 and include at a minimum:

» A statement that the document is a Notice of Appeal
filed pursuant to 36 CFR part 217.

»  Thename, address, and telephonenumber of theappel -
lant.

» ldentification of the decision to which the objectionis
being made.

*  Identification of thedocument inwhich thedecisionis
contained, by titleand subj ect, date of thedecision, and
name and title of the Deciding Officer.

» Identification of the specific portion of thedecisionto
which objection is made.

»  Thereasonsfor objection, includingissuesof fact, law,
regulation, or policy and, if applicable, specifically
how the decision violates law, regulation, or policy.

» ldentification of the specific change(s) in the decision
that the appellant seeks.

For questions concerning the appeal process, contact:

USDA Forest Service

Attention: Ecosystem Management Staff (Steve Segovia)
P.O. Box 96090

Washington, D.C. 20090-6090

(202) 205-1066

For questions concerning this amendment, contact:

Dave Atkins
Interdisciplinary Team leader
200 East Broadway
Missoula, MT 59870

(406) 329-3134

TN, Lotseirin

Dale N. Bosworth
REGIONAL FORESTER, Northern Region




