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Subject:
“Back Country Trail” Tool for Off Highway Vehicle (OHV) Use Management

ISSUE:   The Management Approach to Off Highway Vehicle Use on Public Lands in Utah called for the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Utah to take a balanced approach to managing OHV use, placing priority on protecting public land resources, while providing diverse opportunities for the responsible use of OHVs.  As one step towards achieving this goal, and as an interim step while land use plans are being completed, BLM has developed the “Back Country Trail” tool for OHV use management.

In certain areas, Resource Management Plan (RMP) decisions for OHV use management have classified lands as “Limited to existing roads and trails.”  Limited resources have resulted in situations where there are no maps currently available to the public showing routes existing at the time of the RMP decision, and few or no signs on the ground identifying those “existing” routes.  Obtaining compliance through enforcement actions is problematic since the public has no information as to what routes are available for OHV use.  Unless unanticipated funding becomes available for further interim measures, this situation may continue until certain RMPs are revised over the next several years.  

BLM recognizes the value of the OHV users’ desire to know where they can or should ride and the emerging user ethic that cross country travel is no longer acceptable.  The most effective management tool to assist users will be to identify trails that BLM prefers OHV riders to use and encourage that use by providing maps, posting signs and maps, and emphasizing educational outreach for responsible user ethics.

POLICY:   Where current RMP decisions for OHV use management have classified lands as “Limited to Existing Roads and Trails,” and where public health and safety, protection of natural or cultural resources, increasing OHV use, or user conflicts are management concerns,  Field Offices may, at their discretion, identify a limited number of existing routes which BLM would  prefer OHV
riders use.  These routes should provide obvious opportunities and benefits and should avoid areas of 

2

known conflict. When using this management tool, field offices must provide maps to the public showing those routes labeled as “Back Country Trails,” sign those routes on-the-ground using the interagency “Protect Your Privilege, Stay on the Trail” green arrow stickers whenever possible.  Implementation of “Back Country Trails” must be coordinated through consultation with local county governments and when appropriate, with other federal and state land managing agencies and local interest groups.  

Field Offices may also, at their discretion, utilize this as one management tool available for areas or portions of areas classified as “Open” to OHV use, if it will help address management concerns that BLM determines have not reached a threshold requiring more restrictive actions. 

Using this management tool, we expect a significant level of voluntary compliance that could substantially reduce adverse impacts from cross country use and the potential for proliferation of new trails. Where user groups want to “adopt a trail”, BLM should utilize volunteer agreements to establish each party’s roles and responsibilities.  User groups must understand that while they are working in partnership with the BLM, the BLM remains the decision-maker and BLM sets the priorities for the area or trail.
Field offices should view the Back Country Trails policy as an evolutionary process.  Initially offices may mark only a single Back Country Trail in an area, but decide later to mark additional trails or change the routing of existing marked trails in that area.  In determining what routes will be marked, BLM Field Offices should use an interdisciplinary approach to avoid resource conflicts.
In addition to marking these Back Country Trails, Field Offices may assign a difficulty rating to these routes which would then be displayed on the map.  In conjunction with the NRCC OHV committee, the Utah BLM OHV team has adopted a four class difficulty rating system (see the attached Trail Rating Classification) which Field Offices may use at their discretion.

Identifying “Back Country Trails” does not change the decisions in current land use plans. Since OHV users are not required to use only routes identified as “Back Country Trails,” this is not considered a “route designation,” a final action on the part of BLM, or Federal action requiring environmental impact analysis under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).  Therefore, no NEPA analysis is required.  This action is also not considered an “undertaking” as defined in Section 106 of National Historic Preservation Act.  Therefore, no Section 106 clearance or cultural inventories are required.

OHV users that travel on “existing” routes in the specified area other than those “Back Country Trails” identified by BLM are NOT in violation of the OHV RMP classification “Open” or “Limited to Existing Roads and Trails.”
Regardless of whether the “Back Country Trails” policy is implemented, Field Offices shall initiate or strengthen educational outreach efforts with the user public for responsible OHV use employing the “Protect Your Privilege, Stay on the Trail” ethic theme.  The Utah State Office External Affairs staff is available to assist with developing and distributing outreach efforts.

3
BACKGROUND:   A number of RMPs in Utah classified certain lands as “Limited to Existing Roads and Trails” for OHV’s.  However, in some cases, no inventory was completed to identify those “existing” routes, few or no maps have been developed to inform users which routes they are authorized to use, nor have sufficient signs been put in place to identify “existing” routes for the public.  When a new track is created by unauthorized use, preventing subsequent use on that track is very difficult, as it has become now an “existing” route.  Enforcement of this OHV classification in these areas has therefore been problematic.  Additionally, many RMPs designated tracts of land as 
“Open” for cross-country travel at a time when current technology and levels of use were not anticipated.  A number of these areas now have a network of user created routes which are not mapped and create difficulties for OHV users desiring a meaningful trail system to follow, as well as undesirable resource impacts.

The increased use of OHVs on public lands, coupled with insufficient maps showing which routes the public is required to stay on in certain areas has resulted in a growing number of user-created or unauthorized trails in areas of “Limited to Existing Roads and Trails.”  In addition to potential damage to natural resources, these unmapped routes cause confusion among OHV users trying to navigate the area.  This situation has resulted in a growing number of back country rescues as the risk increases that members of the recreating public may become lost in a network of trails.  In addition to the obvious public safety concerns, such rescues are becoming in some cases an increasing financial burden on local governments and are taxing the capabilities of local law enforcement.

The vast acreage of public land, coupled with existing limitations on BLM’s law enforcement resources and capabilities, means that voluntary compliance by the OHV user public is the most effective means of protecting the public lands from unauthorized use.  This would be true even if law enforcement resources were not as limited as now.  It is clear from the feedback from the OHV user community that the majority of users simply want to know where the land managing agencies determine they can or should ride and enjoy their vehicles, but insufficient signs and maps leads to unintentional unauthorized use.  Further, it is evident that a new rider ethic that cross-country travel is not acceptable, except in specific managed “open areas,” is becoming the accepted ethic within the responsible OHV user community.    

BLM Utah is embarking on a long term effort to update and revise RMPs across the state.  OHV use classifications will be revised for many areas, and OHV routes will be specifically identified, designated, and mapped through the land use planning process.   However, this effort will take several years to complete.  In the meantime, we are challenged with the task of managing OHV use in areas classified as “Limited to Existing Roads and Trails.”
The most reasonable course of action is for BLM to recognize the value of the OHV users’ need  to know where they can or should ride and to promote the user ethic that cross country travel is no longer acceptable.  BLM can do this by identifying and signing a limited number of routes in these areas on which BLM would prefer users to stay and that meet the user desires for a positive recreational experience.  Although user compliance would be strictly voluntary, we expect a significant level of compliance that could substantially reduce continued adverse impacts from cross 
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country use and reduce the potential for proliferation of new trails.  The mapping and signing of such trails would also enhance public safety and reduce the number of lost recreationists requiring assistance or rescue.

BLM as a partner in the Natural Resources Coordinating Council (NRCC), has consulted with other state and federal agencies concerning this endeavor.  Other NRCC partners are also considering adopting the Back Country Trails concept.

IMPLEMENTATION:

1. Field managers shall consult with county government officials and with other federal and state land managing agencies as appropriate at the outset of this process.  Where appropriate, BLM may also use the knowledge of interested parties to identify possible route opportunities.
2. Identify a limited number of existing routes, ATV and single track trails, as appropriate, on which BLM would prefer OHV users to stay. In selecting routes and route systems, among the other factors you take into account, consider such items as: 

a) desirable destinations (such as scenic overlooks) or loops which have historically provided a positive OHV use experience;

b) ability of users to readily locate themselves on-the-ground and on a map by use of landmarks or easily recognizable routes;

c) appropriate minimization of impacts on known sensitive resource values;

d) giving priority to routes that are maintained by BLM or the County;

e) ability to effectively post information maps on kiosks at main access points; 

f)  including routes that are already posted on the ground;

g) fire risks and drought conditions;

h) health and safety of the public.

3. Selected routes will be identified on maps showing topography, land ownership, major access routes, geographic reference points and current edition date. Although to facilitate implementation of this policy, published maps such as USGS topographic quadrangle sheets can be utilized, as a goal, the maps should now or when feasible, be prepared in a GIS format.  To identify the different types of trails, we suggest using a solid line for graded roads, a dashed line for two track or 4WD routes, an alternating dashed-dotted line for ATV trails and a dotted line for single track routes.  If you choose to use the difficulty rating system, these routes could then be color coded to identify their difficulty.  The difficulty rating classification would then be included in the map legend.  

The map legend will identify these routes as “Back Country Trails” and will state: 

Four-Wheel Drive Recommended. 
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Certain routes on this map are identified as “Back Country Trails.”  These are trails where BLM prefers OHV riders to stay in order to protect public land resources.  These trails will provide the OHV user with a variety of challenges as well as opportunities to see spectacular scenery.  Because it is easy to get disoriented by the network of trails, the mapped and signed “Back Country Trails” will help you navigate the area while protecting our valuable public land.  These routes may change over time so please check the information kiosk each time you wish to recreate in this area. Thank you for your cooperation and enjoy your public land experience.

[Insert “Protect Your Privilege, Stay On The Trail” logo] 

This map is available over-the-counter to the public in the BLM _______ Field Office, office hours _____ to _______ located at ____________________________

4. Maps will be posted on kiosks at main access points to the affected public land and elsewhere as determined appropriate and feasible to ensure the public has sufficient information.

5. Maps will be available over-the-counter to the public in the appropriate BLM Field Office.  These maps should be posted on the field office website as soon as possible.

6. Each route will be posted on the ground by the time maps are available to the public. The interagency green arrow sticker “Protect Your Privilege, Stay on the Trail” should be used where feasible. 

7. The Field Office will make every effort to work with local county governments, state agencies, federal agencies and other interest groups to conduct public outreach, obtain volunteers to work with BLM to post signs and place maps at information kiosks, and distribute maps.   External affairs and other Utah State Office staff are available to assist in map production issues, website posting and public outreach.

This policy will be reexamined after a one year period to examine effectiveness and determine if modifications are appropriate.  Field Offices that choose to utilize the Back Country Trails concept should keep Robin Fehlau (OHV and Trails Coordinator) apprized of when and where it is implemented.  Other questions concerning this policy should be referred to Robin at (801) 539-4233.

Signed by:







Authenticated by:

Gene R. Terland






Rosie Geren
Acting State Director






Records Manager

Attachment

      Trail Rating Difficulty Classification (1p)


Trail Rating Difficulty Classification
DIFFICULTY RATING
I. FOUR LEVELS OF DIFFICULTY 
To be applied to all featured recreational trails systems.  Where choices exist, ‘Extreme” trails should not be included in featured systems.  In some parts of the state there are “Jeep” trails that exceed the “Extreme” criteria.  They are left open for ATVs and motorcycles, but are not recommended for this use.  These trails should have special signing explaining the hazards that will be encountered by ATVs or motorcycles.
 1. Easiest Trails (solid green circle) These are gravel or dirt surface routes which are relatively flat and wide.  For ATV riders, these routes are generally wide enough to pass a full-sized vehicle safely.  They may have gentle curves, shallow stream crossings, and minor wheel ruts.  They may be dusty but are relatively smooth throughout with no rocks or roots protruding more than three inches above the surface.

2. More Difficult Trails (solid blue square)  These are loose gravel, sandy, rocky or slickrock surface routes.  They may have short sections, which may be narrow and can have blind turns, steep or roller coaster grades, minor drop-offs, dust, ruts and frequent changes in riding surfaces.  There are occasional obstacles that may strike the frame.

3. Most Difficult Trails (solid black diamond) These are routes with rocky surfaces, sharp turns, switch backs, steep grades, narrow passages, low overhangs, ledges and large rocks.  They can be slippery and muddy when wet.  These routes may have steep side-slope with exposure to drop offs, and can be very rough due to past erosion.  They may have tree stumps, limbs or other debris.  Machines with low ground clearance may strike or high center on obstacles. Some riders may be more comfortable using 4-wheel drive machines.  

4. Extreme Trails (solid double black diamond) These routes may be extremely steep and rocky with ledges and drop-offs, narrow switchbacks, boulders and uneven or unbalanced trail surfaces.  There may be long stretches of loose rock or deep sand on steep grades with extreme side-slopes.  Some obstacles will high center most machines.  Four wheel drive is recommended.  In some areas it may be necessary to walk machines over or have a helping third hand. These routes require experienced riders with a full array of good riding skills.   All users should consider riding abilities and machine capabilities before attempting these routes.

II. APPLYING DIFFICULTY RATING SYSTEMS
Each trail segment, from intersection to intersection, will be rated based on the worst part of that segment.  As an example, if a segment is 5 miles long and is generally an “easiest” trail but has a 1/4 mile of “most difficult” trail, it would be rated as a “most difficult” trail.  In these cases, caution signs should be placed to alert riders when they approach the “most difficult” portion of the trail.
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