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Forest Service steps up enforcement of snowmobile area closures
The Colville National Forest provides snowmobiling opportunities on over 600 miles of groomed routes and many additional miles of un-groomed routes.  A few snowmobile routes are located in habitat managed for woodland caribou, an endangered species.  This winter, the Forest Service will continue to monitor snowmobile use in the Selkirk Mountains Woodland Caribou Recovery Area.  Forest protection officers will check for snowmobile tracks on closed roads and areas in cooperation with state game agents.  The Idaho Panhandle National Forests will complete aerial reconnaissance of the U.S. portion of the recovery area.  “The Forest Service requests that snowmobilers get the message out about respecting road and area closures”, said John Buehler, District Ranger for the Newport - Sullivan Lake Ranger Districts. 
Caribou in the Selkirk Mountains are the last remaining animals in the lower 48 states.  The population is small (about 45 individuals) but has been slowly building in recent years.  In early January, woodland caribou use their large, snowshoe-like feet to walk up to sparsely timbered ridge systems.  For the rest of the winter they subsist entirely on tree lichens; the “old man’s beard” that hangs from the branches of subalpine fir trees and snags.  Off-road snowmobiling in these high-elevation habitats can bring machines into contact with wintering caribou.  Animals may become stressed if they are approached too closely.  They may run and use up energy reserves they will need to survive the winter.  Consistent snowmobile use may cause caribou to abandon portions of a ridge or an entire ridge system.

-MORE-

In Washington, the high ridge systems that are of management concern for wintering caribou include those in the Salmo-Priest Wilderness, and Molybdenite Ridge.  Both of these areas are closed to snowmobiling.  Last year, the Colville National Forest informed snowmobilers about the need to curtail illegal riding on Molybdenite Ridge.  Forest Service officials talked with each of the local organized snowmobile groups, published newspaper articles, and posted additional signs.  Snowmobilers refrained from riding on the ridge until late in the season, when at least one party of riders used closed Forest Road 1935024 (Onata Creek Road) to access the north side of the ridge for high-marking.

In order to meet caribou recovery objectives, the Colville National Forest is taking action to prohibit snowmobile use on Molybdenite Ridge before it becomes well established.  Therefore, if snowmobile tracks are documented on the closed Onata Creek Road system this winter, the Forest Service will close Forest Road 1935 (Harvey Creek Road) which currently provides access to the area, for the remainder of the winter.  If snowmobile use is documented on the closed road for three consecutive winters, the Forest Service will consult with the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service about the need to permanently close the Harvey Creek Road to snowmobiles.  Violations this year would be the “second strike” after last year’s violations.  The future of snowmobile use on the road ultimately rests with the snowmobile riding community.

If you have any questions or comments please contact District Ranger John Buehler, (509) 447-7300 or Wildlife Biologist Mike Borysewicz, 509-446-7500.

-END-
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