The Off Highway Vehicle issues raised in the Bureau of Land Management’s draft WOPR have a direct impact on the City of Jacksonville, the Jacksonville Forest Park, and much of the Rogue and Applegate valleys.  

The conflict between residents and OHV riders is a growing problem in the Johns Peak/Timber Mountain (Johns Peak) area.  Although updates issued by the BLM prior to its release of the draft WOPR acknowledged significant conflicts over OHV usage in the Johns Peak area, the draft WOPR makes no such acknowledgement.  In fact, the draft states that its “preferred alternative” is to designate Johns Peak an “OHV Emphasis Area.”  The BLM describes an OHV Emphasis Area as “specially managed to accommodate motorized recreational activities” with other forms of recreation being deliberately discouraged—hikers, equestrians, mountain bikers, fishermen are not welcomed here!
 

As currently defined, this Johns Peak OHV Emphasis Area covers about 35,000 acres.  It includes 16,375 acres managed by the BLM intermingled with another 16,000 to 18,000 acres of private land—a checkerboard pattern typical of the defunct Oregon & California (O&C) Railroad holdings.  

The area is bordered on the east by Old Stage Road, on the south by Highway 238 continuing out past Ruch, on the west by the Applegate Valley, and on the north roughly by the Rogue River.  This boundary takes in roughly a fifth of Jacksonville, and much of Ruch.  At present, there are over 1,000 privately owned lots within the boundaries of the proposed OHV area and hundreds of residences that either border it or lie along its major access routes and trailheads.  
The imposition of an OHV Emphasis Area in an area that includes thousands of acres of privately-owned land and hundreds of residences is unprecedented by the BLM or any other public land management agency in the United States.  Although the BLM cannot open properties it does not own to OHV usage, it lacks the ability and the resources to prevent OHVs either deliberately or inadvertently intruding on private property from adjacent BLM lands.  The BLM also lacks the ability and the resources to mitigate the environmental impact of OHV usage.  

The Johns Peak area contains significant environmental indicators that do not support OHV use.  The thin, fragile soils are prone to severe erosion.  The area is the only mid-level elevation migratory corridor between the Rogue and Applegate rivers.  Numerous streams in the area (Slagle Creek, Humbug Creek, Forest Creek, Jackson Creek, Kane Creek, Galls Creek, Birdseye Creek and Foots Creek) are primary contributors to these rivers.  Many of these streams are also Class II streams subject to protection by the State Department of Fish and Wildlife.  Additionally,  Johns Peak and surrounding residential communities are classified as “extreme” fire prone areas as designated in the Oregon Department of Forestry’s Forestland-Urban Interface Fire Protection Act.

Jacksonville is struggling to regain control of its Forest Park from OHV riders, and the City is hoping to encourage more benign recreation.  However, Jacksonville’s Reservoir Road is currently a major access to the Johns Peak area and property owned by the Motorcycle Riders Association (MRA).  If the BLM designates Johns Peak as an OHV Emphasis Area, Jacksonville can anticipate an increase in OHV usage both through the City and through and in the Forest Park, regardless of any Master Plan the Park, Recreation and Visitor Services Committee puts in place.  If the City has difficulty controlling OHV usage now, the issue will only grow when OHV use is the only condoned recreation in the entire surrounding area.

The jumble of ownership and lack of contiguous lands make it impossible for the BLM to provide a self-contained, isolated, and buffered OHV area.  Growing OHV ridership and the growing residential population in what are rapidly becoming urban interface lands guarantee an escalating conflict.  

Residents have already expressed their opposition to motorized OHV activities through both petitions and surveys.  Most recently 1,665 property owners within and adjacent to the Johns Peak “OHV Emphasis Area” have signed petitions protesting this BLM designation and requesting its removal.  
Removing the OHV Emphasis Area designation should not mean a hands-off policy, but a proactive approach to protecting the interests of landowners as well as the watersheds, soils and wildlife.  Executive Order 11644 requires the BLM to ensure public OHV “compatibility ... with existing conditions in populated areas, taking into account noise and other factors.”  The BLM is not honoring the Executive Order when private homeowners are increasingly subjected to harsh noise and blatant trespassing of OHV riders, when streams in the area are being polluted, wildlife disrupted and fragile soils damaged.  It is time for the BLM to eliminate the conflicts as required by Executive Order 11644.

The Medford District BLM has worked closely with OHV enthusiasts to promote this area, yet few of the riders live in or around the area.  Regardless of how they may argue for an OHV Emphasis Area designation, the land remains unsuitable for OHV use.
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