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Introduction

Roads Analysis Overview

An optimum road system supports land management objectives; for the Forest Service, those objectives have markedly changed in recent years.  How roads are managed must be reassessed in light of those changes.  Expanding road networks have created many opportunities for new uses and activities in national forests, but they have also dramatically altered the character of the landscape.  The Forest Service must find an appropriate balance between the benefits of access to the national forests and the costs of road-associated effects to ecosystem values.  Providing road systems that are safe to the public, responsive to public needs, environmentally sound, affordable, and efficient to manage is among the agency’s top priorities.  Completing an assessment of road systems for all national forests is a key step to meeting this objective.

Roads Analysis is NOT a decision making process.  Rather it is designed to provide an assessment of existing forest roads from a landscape perspective.  The analysis process will provide land managers with a science-based analytical tool to help balance public needs, scientific information, and funding levels when determining the size, purpose, and extent of both existing roads and roads planned for the future.  While the lack of sufficient maintenance funding is ongoing and serious, it is very important that issues are assessed not only from the economic perspective, but also from social and ecological perspectives.  The Forest Service is striving to find the appropriate balance between cost, providing access to National Forests and minimizing the impacts to the ecosystem associated with roads.  Applying this process will highlight problem areas and opportunities in the road system, allowing land managers the ability to make better decisions towards achieving forest priorities.
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Scope of this Analysis

The Gifford Pinchot National Forest decided to conduct a Forest-wide Roads Analysis that encompasses all existing classified Forest Development Roads (formerly referred to as “permanent” or “system” roads).  The process combines scientific analysis and public input.  Scientifically, Roads Analysis examines the biological, social, physical, and economic information that is essential to making sound management decisions affecting Forest Service roads, with a focus on managing entire ecosystems versus single species or outcomes.  Public input is critical to help the Forest Service understand current uses and concerns related to the forest transportation system.  It is the key to understanding the social element.  The forest actively engaged the public and other federal, state, local, and tribal partners in the Roads Analysis process.

Approach

The Gifford Pinchot Forest-wide Roads Analysis provides road management opportunities and recommendations that update the current Access and Travel Management (ATM) Plan for Forest Roads.  This plan was completed in 1994 and has been updated prior to Roads Analysis to reflect the numerous subsequent decisions that have been made relating to road management.  This approach was selected because the ATM plan has generally been used to communicate to the public our current road management and the desired future road management within the Forest.  It was developed using a public involvement process (albeit, applied somewhat inconsistently across the Forest), and incorporates road management terminology that is easily understood and applicable to public uses of Forest roads.

The Gifford Pinchot Roads Analysis process addresses three major factors regarding roads:  access needs, aquatic ecosystem risks, and terrestrial ecosystem risks.  Each of these categories was analyzed using several components to provide a broad measure of the effects or influence of roads. 

The components associated with the need for access included vegetation management, fire prevention and suppression, forest administration, recreation and other public uses, and private easements and rights-of-way.  Road maintenance costs were used to illustrate the economic perspective of access needs.   

Aquatic ecosystem risks were associated with water quality impacts of surface erosion and mass wasting from roads, stream channel processes and habitat conditions related to stream crossings and roads within Riparian Reserves, cumulative modifications to stream flow from roads, and fish passage barriers.

The components of terrestrial ecosystem risks were identified as roads within big game winter range, proximity of roads to special or unique habitats, proximity of roads to Threatened and Endangered or other protected wildlife species, fragmentation of interior forest, and Forest Plan standards and guidelines relating to road/trail crossings or the proximity of roads to trails.

Analysis of the road system utilized existing information, primarily from GIS and related databases.  For analysis purposes the road system was divided into analysis segments; with each segment representing a road or portion of a road that is currently being managed the same along its entire length.  Based on the analysis, every road segment was then given a rating of high, moderate or low for each of the three factors outlined above based on specific criteria associated with each factor.

In consideration of the ratings for each of the three factors and, in some cases, the current road management, each road was then assigned a recommendation for future road management and a relative priority for road maintenance or other activity to address potential environmental impacts.  The recommendations provide a balance between the need for access and the effects of the road on the environment.  The recommendations ranged from keeping a road open and maintained for passenger cars to decommissioning the road (removing it from the road system).  As stated earlier, these recommendations are not decisions, but are intended to help identify opportunities and priorities for road management during site-specific roads analysis for individual projects.  More thorough, site-specific project analysis of roads may arrive at different conclusions regarding these same factors or may propose various road management alternatives to address these and other issues identified during project analysis.
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