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Issue

Implementation of the National Travel Management Rule will change access to hunting that has relied on all-terrain vehicles (ATVs or “four-wheelers”). 
Background

In 1998, the burgeoning use of off-highway vehicles (OHVs), particularly ATVs or four-wheelers, on the Yakutat Forelands raised concerns about the damage being done to wetlands and fish habitat. Initial surveys identified over 100 miles of user-defined trails. 
The Yakutat Ranger District presented information on the damage these trails were causing during programs at the local school, at city assembly meetings and other public functions. The district worked closely with the public, and state, tribal, and city governments to identify OHV routes that were not causing resource damage and were appropriate to designate for continued use. These routes are mostly on sand near the ocean or along the elevated, forested corridors that wend through the wetlands.
The Yakutat Ranger District started the National Environmental Policy Act process for managing OHV use on the district in 2002, and expanded the scope to include roads in 2004. This process was suspended until the National Travel Management Rule process was completed in December 2005. 
National travel management regulations require ranger districts to designate appropriate OHV routes that do not cause resource damage. Once the NEPA decision is made and the travel map published, OHV use, including four-wheelers, will be restricted to the designated routes.
Current Situation 

The Yakutat Ranger District anticipates completing the NEPA analysis by May 2008. Four alternatives are being analyzed, including a No Action alternative. The No Action alternative does not comply with national direction, but serves as a basis for comparing the effects of the other alternatives. The district developed the proposed action, Alternative 2, from public discussions and comments received prior to October 2005. The current situation modified to comply with national direction is analyzed in Alternative 3. Alternative 4 was developed from comments received during scoping of the proposed action. 
Between 20 and 29 miles of OHV routes would be designated under the alternatives. Resource damage is not occurring on these routes or is relatively easy to repair. Public scoping identified three other areas desired to be designated; however, these areas require significant work to rehabilitate the damage already incurred and develop an appropriate route design. Development of OHV routes in these areas will be prioritized through public comment received in the current process. OHV route proposals would proceed based on this priority, when funds become available to plan and construct the route. 

Retrieval of legally hunted moose with an OHV is considered under Alternatives 2 and 4. However, the hunter may not cause resource damage in the process. Resource damage is defined as soil displacement or cutting living vegetation to create a path. In addition, a permit is needed from the State of Alaska Department of Natural Resources to cross anadromous fish streams on OHVs. The density of anadromous fish streams on the Yakutat Forelands, and the soil saturation levels typical during the moose hunting season will make it difficult to travel very far from a designated route under these requirements. 
The Yakutat Ranger District is not restricting access to hunting. Hunters may still use boats on the rivers, drive to destinations on designated roads or OHV routes, and walk to areas beyond that. No areas are closed to hunting. 
The NEPA process is continuing with the analysis of the alternatives, and an environmental assessment will be released this spring for public review. 
More Information

Lee Benson, Yakutat District Ranger, (907) 784-3359. 
Updated April 2008.
OHV routes through wetlands in the Italio River drainage.
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