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The Beaverhead-Deer Lodge Forest Plan revision suggested approx 322,000 acres of Recommended Wilderness Area (RWA).  The Montana Wilderness Association’s Partnership Strategy is proposing that Tester sponsor a Beaverhead-Deerlodge Partnership Strategy bill, which could have up to 576,000 acres of Wilderness in the Beaverhead-Deer Lodge National Forest. 

The following is a list of trail descriptions that the Montana Mountain Bike Alliance (MMBA) has advocated for continued bicycle access.  This list explains the reasons and solutions relating to individual trails requested in the Forest Plan Revision and the additional trails that pertain to the Partnership Strategy. 

A short word about corridors.  Corridors allow many different uses within wild or backcountry areas along prescribed routes.  Corridors are easy to understand and easy to use.  Corridors do not detract from wilderness acreage, and in fact can be used to maximize wilderness acreage. Corridors can move with the trail during rerouting and repair work.  The corridor can be planned as an allowed use rather than a subtraction from the wilderness acreage.  Corridors are used when wilderness intrudes upon existing uses, and so the corridors allow those uses to continue.  A cherry stem is a dead end trail used as an out and back ride.

Bicyclists’ highest priorities:

1. The Continental Divide Trail from Yellowstone Park to the Pintlar Wilderness

2. Trail #315 near Ennis Lake

3. Trail #313 along the Sapphire Divide.

4. Trail #2 in the East Pioneer Range.

5. Trail 150 in the Tobacco Roots

A few words about the Continental Divide Trail.   “The National Trails System Act of 1968 (U.S.C. 1241-1249), established the Continental Divide Trail (CDT). In 1978 the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (CDNST) was created under the Act.  Almost four decades have passed since passage of the original Act and during that time the popularity of mountain biking had grown beyond expectations.” (Jamison, 2009)

Of our nation’s three great trails, mountain bicycling is only allowed on the Continental Divide Trail.  Montana and Idaho bicyclists have reveled in that allowance for 25 years.  

In the past, bicyclists have not been prohibited in proposed wilderness.  Proposed wilderness received a name change to recommended wilderness (RWA). Only in Region One of the entire USFS prohibits bicyclists from recommended wilderness.  This prohibition is not Forest Service policy, but merely an informal philosophy belonging to Region One alone.  

How does this impact bicycle access on the CDT?  The CDT straddles to Idaho/Montana border, within the boundaries of USFS’ Region Four and Region One.  Region Four allows bicycles in RWAs and Region One does not..  The MMBA is ready to work together to find access solutions in conjunction with protect our land.  The CDT is a crown jewel for bicyclists.

1.The Continental Divide Trail from Red Rocks Pass to the Pintlar Wilderness is of primary importance to bicyclists and to the future economy of Beaverhead County.  Even as the CDT sections are being completed, other sections are growing over and falling rapidly into disrepair.  There are simply not enough people using this portion of the CDT to maintain it’s very existence.  Bicyclists help to maintain trails.  Corridors for bicycles must be created in order to build a basic constituency of workers dedicated to CDT maintenance. 

The following paragraphs address CDT access affected by the proposed Partnership Strategy and recent USFS RWA philosophy of Red Rock Pass (1 mile), Lima Peaks/Garfield Mountain (15 miles), Italian Peak (15 Miles), West Big Hole (25 miles) and Bender Point (boundary).

During the B-D forest plan comment period, the available maps showed the CDT at Red Rocks Pass as adjacent to the RWA.  Now new maps show a different trail alignment with the trail inside of the RWA for about 1 mile.  The RWA needs a boundary adjustment, or a corridor at this location.

Wilderness could be complemented in the Lima Peaks/Garfield Mountain area by a corridor for the CDT.  This is an underused area and off the radar of most people except hunters.  Much of the CDT here is new, but deteriorating from lack of use.  Other portions of the CDT do not exist at all, causing confusion for hikers and bicyclists.  Bicyclists are needed to develop and maintain the CDT.  Little Sheep Creek is the primary CDT access trail within this area.  Little Sheep trail could be protected with a corridor overlay as well.  It is an important and traditional bicycle accessed hunting route.  Bicycle hunting has a long tradition in Montana going back to the 1890s 7th Calvary based out of Fort Missoula.

The true heart and soul of bicycling in Beaverhead County is the Italian Peak area.  Trail #91, a loop contained next to the CDT, attracts the imagination of visitors through a display of spectacular geology.  The shrine-like cirques formed at the head of the Nicholia and Deadman drainages attract hikers, equestrians and bicyclists alike.  The CDT, which bypasses trail #91, is neglected. Though much of it is newly excavated, in many places it is sloughing off of the hillside, or it is completely overgrown and invisible.  Trail #91 could easily be designated as the primary CDT route since everyone uses it, with the newer CDT acting as a foul weather bypass.  The MMBA most sincerely recommends that the wilderness boundary be adjusted to the south of the CDT/91 trail, and the remaining land to the north becomes a non-motorized National Protection Area.  The northern RWA boundary presently relates to section lines, not to routes or geography.  Nicholia Creek is an important bicycle hunting area.  Of all the places in the B-D, this is the one requiring the highest level of cooperation to find a solution.  Cooperation will also provide the most reward to bicyclists (from 2 states), and to the future of communities of Dell and Lima.

The West Big Hole is becoming more complicated as the bill takes shape, but it appears as though solutions are at hand.  With a wilderness planned in the south and the north, much of the CDT may be accessible to bicyclists, but details must be examined.  The lower portions of Jahnke, Pioneer, Berry, Hamby will access the southern wilderness and future CDT route, and Miner trails.  Care must be exercised to avoid placing the wilderness boundary over the most practical route for the un-built CDT along its western flank.  If the Continental Divide Trail Alliance has a reroute planned in the north end, in order to bring the trail back up to the divide from its detour into Idaho, this must be examined.  It may affect the edge of a wilderness planned in the north.  Lets use care and cooperation to craft the best wilderness/protection area solution in the West Big Hole.

Cyclists journeying on this portion of the CDT will terminate (or begin) along the Bender Point Trail.  It never has been clear whether this trail, which forms the new wilderness boundary, will be blocked or will allow bicycle use.  MMBA wants to retain Bender Point trail #172 as a CDT access to the Big Hole Valley.  Forester Bruce Ramsey suggested that, over time, the trail could be extended to the forest road below.  Care must be taken in how the boundary is drawn northeast from Bender Point, to retain a good route to the road.

2. The Cowboy Heaven Unit trail 315, which would connect the Beartrap wilderness to the Spanish Peaks wilderness, crosses over the short  1.5 mile #315 trail.  This trail forms an important segment of a 26 mile point to point trail used bicycle route from Spanish Creek trailhead on the Gallatin National Forest, to the BLM Trail Creek Trailhead on Ennis Lake.  This route was first used by Indians, then hunters and outfitters and in the last 21 years plus, by bicyclists.  All sections of the trail -- private landowners, Gallatin N.F and Bureau of Land Management -- have coordinated to allow bicycles until the recent RWA in the B-D Forest Plan.   Bicyclists do not oppose a wilderness here, but request that a corridor must be created as a condition of it.  We can work together to create a corridor at this crossroads of wilderness and society.  This 1.5 mile corridor makes sense and can be easily created.

3. Sapphire Divide Trail #313 is extremely important to bicyclists from Phillipsburg to the Bitterroot Valley.  It roughly forms the western edge of the proposed Sapphire wilderness unit.  An adjustment of the wilderness edge to alongside trail #313 is needed.  Using a corridor could accommodate portions of trail #313 that dip further into the Sapphire unit. Trail #313 is also an important link in a future CDT Pintlar wilderness bicycle bypass route.  To help achieve a Pintlar bypass, it is important to note that #313 should remain open north of Skalkaho Pass as well.

4. East Pioneer Trail #2.  This trail is one of the most scenic high alpine rides in Montana.  This is the only alpine destination bicyclists wish to retain in the Pioneer Range.  While retaining the entire trail from Mono Creek to Browns Lake would be extremely desirable, using a cherry stem corridor from Mono Creek to Tahepia Lake would satisfy most.

5. Lost Cabin Lake Trail #150 in the Tobacco Root Mountains is one of the only trails that allow a beginner level mountain bicyclist to ride to an alpine lake basin.  This trail’s proximity to I-90 has established consistent bicycle use from Bozeman, Butte, and Helena during the summer season.  This National Recreation Trail needs a cherry stem corridor for access.

East Pioneer Trail #140.  This trail was excluded from the Forest plan and employed as a desirable RWA boundary edge.  It is a route that enables bicyclists to travel north/south and avoid part of the Wise River road.  It may not even be in the Partnership Strategy bill.

It is important to retain a loop trail encompassing any new wilderness in the West Pioneers.  The Pioneer Loop National Scenic Trail would fit this description very well.  The aspect of great access, combined with Wilderness, could create a winning combination.

At Skalkaho Pass we have heard that a minor boundary adjustment has been achieved to provide access to trails #11 and #12.  We would like confirmation of this.

Across Rock Creek road trail #228 climbs Sandstone Ridge along the east edge of the proposed Quigg Wilderness.  The MMBA has advocated a corridor for trail #228 to help create a Pintlar bypass route.  A corridor is the best way to continue bicycle access yet maximizes wilderness acreage.

Louise Lake trail #168 is a companion to the Lost Cabin Lake trail.  It is a more difficult trail to ride than Lost Cabin, and could eventually be replaced by the new Tobacco Root traverse trail #15.  At which time any cherry stem corridor to Louise could then be closed.

Trail #154 to the Nicholson Mine should remain accessible to bicycles, and should logically form the eastern edge of the Tobacco Roots Wilderness.  This trail is also the only route from the South Boulder drainage to the South Willow (Potosi) Drainage.

We would like to conclude this narrative by stating that bicyclists do not aim to fragment or subvert formation of any of the stated wilderness being proposed.  We request that our continued presence on these key trails would be an accepted use once bills are passed and signage is in place.  Using corridors, companion designations, and thoughtful boundary adjustments shows a clear positive responsiveness to society.  We would like to see the Partnership Strategy develop to become a model of cooperation and true collaboration. 

