
Message to Southwest Montana Mountain Bikers from SWMMBA 

Mountain bike access to some of the best riding in Southwest Montana is at risk!  Your help is 
needed to both preserve current access, and keep alive opportunities for future expansion into 
great riding terrain.  

How can you help?  With a public comment to the Forest Service you can make a meaningful 
difference in just a few minutes.  Read on, and we will provide some important background on 
the recent proposal that will impact local mountain biking, and provide the information you need 
to make an informative public comment on the proposal before it becomes a final plan. 
Comments must be received before March 5th. If the proposal does not appear to impact the 
areas that you ride the most, remember that plans like the one under consideration are often used 
to support future plans and decisions in other areas, and next time it could be your favorite area 
to ride!  

 

Brief Background About the Proposal  

The Custer Gallatin National Forest (CGNF) is working on revising the Forest Plan – the 
document that guides management and use across the forest.  This forest includes the Gallatin, 
Bridger, Crazy, Madison and other mountain ranges.  The Forest Plan does not address particular 
trails or routes, but for many areas of the forest it does describe what types of uses will be 
permitted or not, such as biking.   As part of the revision process the Forest Service has released 
a “Proposed Action.”  This is not the final forest plan, but a proposal that gives the public an 
opportunity to comment before a final Revised Forest Plan is issued.  

If you want to read through the Proposed Action yourself, you can check it out here.  SWMMBA 
will be submitting in depth comments on a number of issues, and we will make them available as 
soon as they are ready. 

How does this plan impact mountain biking in Southwest Montana?  The The proposal as 
drafted prohibits biking in Recommended Wilderness. This includes nearly 18,000 acres in the 
Lionhead area, where mountain biking is currently allowed.  Importantly, this document changes 
the way Lionhead and other Recommended Wilderness within CGNF will be managed moving 
forward, and it specifically prohibits “mechanized travel,” which includes your mountain bike.  1

The reference for this part of the proposal is FW-SUIT-RWA-04.  More on references below. 

 

How to Write an Effective Public Comment 

1 As ridiculous as it is that mountain bikes are swept up in this prohibition of mechanized travel in Wilderness, keep 
in mind that your comments on this proposal are not an effective way to tackle that issue! 

https://cara.ecosystem-management.org/Public/CommentInput?project=50185
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/custergallatin/landmanagement/planning/?cid=fseprd567778


The Forest Service strongly encourages all public comments to be submitted here.  However, if 
you are more comfortable, you can submit comments by email or mail using the instructions.  

Here are few things to keep in mind generally when writing: 

● Providing your name and other biographic information will give your comment greater 
weight than an anonymous note; 

● The best comments reference a specific portion of the Plan, (i.e. FW-SUIT-RWA-04 
regarding the non-suitability of mechanized travel in recommended wilderness);  

● Know your “buzz words,” because language matters, in particular: 
o Primitive:   This is the type of recreation opportunity spectrum that is only put on 

designated Wilderness. Its description in the proposal sounds great and totally 
compatible with a place you would want to ride your bike far from town. 
However, be careful how you use this word as bicycles are not allowed in 
designated Wilderness areas; 

o Semi-Private Non-Motorized: (SPNM) is a classification put on land to say what 
type of recreation experiences can be found and what uses are appropriate. This 
classification allows mountain bike use unless higher level designations or rules 
prevent it; eg, travel planning. 

o Mechanized: This includes biking, and mechanized travel is not allowed in 
Wilderness, and is deemed “not suitable” for recommended wilderness in the 
current Proposal; and 

o Motorized: The use of a motor for transport. This includes e-bikes. “Motorized 
use” is sometimes meant to also include tools such as chainsaws or whackers. 

● Comments that go beyond “Yes” or “No” are given much more weight, and even more so 
comments that provide specific reasoning AND solutions. 

Talking Points 

Below are talking points on the management and scope of Recommended Wilderness in the 
Forest Service proposal.  We see two big picture “solutions” to our opposition to the proposal: 1) 
manage Recommended Wilderness so as to allow existing uses, i.e. do not prohibit biking; 
and/or 2) redraw the lines of Recommended Wilderness to exclude Lionhead or trails that 
currently allow mechanized use (reference: RWA-Table 2-20). We have also provided a talking 
point regarding support for the Gallatin Forest Partnership proposal, a multi-user collaborative 
SWMMBA is proud to have participated in . It expressly excludes Lionhead from its content.  If 
nothing else, a comment that addresses the points above will be helpful.  The finer points below 
provide much greater detail into these issues.  The best comments will raise an objection AND 
propose a solution.  

A. Allow Pre-Existing or Current Recreational Uses in Recommended Wilderness, Including 
Biking:  (Reference FW-SUIT-RWA-02 “Recommended Wilderness areas are not 
suitable for motorized or mechanized recreation.”) 

https://cara.ecosystem-management.org/Public/CommentInput?project=50185


The Forest Service wants to preserve the “wilderness character” of the landscape in 
recommended wilderness, while Congress (in theory) decides on the recommendation. 
They can do this with several management strategies outlined in the Forest Service 
Handbook (FSH), many of which do not require prohibiting mechanized travel, 
particularly where it has been allowed historically.  The handbook provides for the 
following management strategies: 

1. Enhance the ecological and social characteristics that provide the basis for 
wilderness designations; 

2. Continue existing uses, only if such uses do not prevent the protection and 
maintenance of the social and ecological characteristics that provide the basis for 
wilderness designation; 

3. Alter existing uses, subject to valid existing rights; and 
4. Eliminate existing uses, except those uses subject to valid existing rights.  

 
CGNF skips right to step 4. This is incongruent with the concepts of adaptive 
management and multiple use.  That is an unnecessary leap as regards the recommended 
wilderness in this proposal, particularly in Lionhead.  
 
Mountain bikers value our current access to this land. We urge the Forest Service to use 
their adaptive management tools to continue existing uses as a first step. This process is 
outlined in FSH 1909.12 chapter 74. Mountain biking does not degrade the wilderness 
character of the landscape. There are instances of other areas that had bike access for 
decades and were then designated Wilderness, proving that biking does not by default 
diminish wilderness character.  Only after all other options are exhausted and it is well 
demonstrated and documented that Wilderness character will be permanently damaged 
should the elimination of a particular use be considered. In the present case all other 
options have not been exhausted, and bike riding has absolutely not been demonstrated or 
documented to permanently damage wilderness character.  Bike riding should not be 
prohibited in Recommended Wilderness. 
 

B. Redraw the Lines for Lionhead Recommended Wilderness Consistent with Multiple Use 
Principles: The Proposal can and should be consistent with The Multiple Use Sustained 
Yield Act of 1960.  That Act says it “is the policy of the Congress that the national 
forests are established and shall be administered for outdoor recreation, range, timber, 
watershed, and wildlife and fish purposes.” Each piece of land is not required to be 
accessible for all uses, but land as a whole must be managed to allow a combination of 
uses that serve the American public.  
 
We appreciate our opportunity to connect with nature in the way that is best for us. 
Mountain biking is sustainable recreation both in terms of low impact on the land and as 
an economic resource. Federal land should be managed consistent with multiple use (36 
CFR 219.10). Mountain bikes have lost access to hundreds of miles of trails in Southwest 
Montana. Keeping Lionhead in Recommended Wilderness as suggested by the Proposed 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/36/219.10
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/36/219.10


Action is uncertain management and could be an unacceptable loss for mountain bikers. 
The lines for RW should be redrawn to exclude trails that currently allow mechanized use 
regardless of how CGNF chooses to manage RW in this plan. Furthermore, in more than 
30 years of recommended status for Lionhead, it has not managed to become actual 
designated Wilderness.  
 

C. Absent Congressionally Approved Legislation This Public Land Should be Managed 
Consistent With the Multiple Use Mandate: The proposed action states that no 
mechanized or motorized use, including chainsaws, would be allowed in Recommended 
Wilderness.(Reference: FW-SUIT-RWA).  This makes it look just like congressionally 
designated Wilderness. However, only Congress can designate Wilderness, therefore 
recommended Wilderness should be managed consistent with the multiple use mandate 
until Congress acts to change the landscapes to a more restrictive and permanent 
designation. 

 
Land managers must not create de-facto Wilderness by eliminating uses without due 
process or in an arbitrary and capricious manner. Only Congress can designate 
Wilderness, the Forest Service should be managing the land to allow this possibility and 
not trying to create it themselves. Recommended Wilderness should be managed 
consistent with the multiple use mandate that exists for general forest service lands until 
such time that the Congress acts to change the landscapes to a more restrictive and 
permanent designation. 
 

D. Support the Gallatin Forest Partnership Agreement: SWMMBA and several other 
different user groups formed a partnership to create a mutually agreeable proposal 
regarding CGNF Forest Planning.  You can read all about this agreement here.  It is 
important to note that this partnership could not find agreement on some critical areas, 
including Lionhead.  Accordingly, Lionhead was expressly excluded from the agreement. 
SWMMBA is proud of the Agreement as to the multitude of areas that it does cover, and 
hopes that you will lend your support to this comprehensive and detailed document in 
your comments.   

 
 

Thank you again for your time and energy in commenting on this important Proposal.  Your 
input will help shape the way our Forest looks for many years to come. 
 

http://gallatinpartners.org/#agreement

