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July 9, 2023 

 

Monica B Zimmerman 

Bureau of Land Management 

Upper Snake Field Office 

1405 Hollipark Drive  

Idaho Falls, ID 83401  

 

SUBMITTED ELECTRONICALLY VIA THE WEB PORTAL 

 

RE: Upper Snake East Travel Management Plan:  Draft Environmental Assessment 

 

Backcountry Hunters and Anglers (BHA) is a non-profit conservation group with 26,000 

members in chapters across forty-eight states, two Canadian provinces and one territory. BHA 

seeks to ensure North America's outdoor heritage of hunting and fishing in a natural setting, 

through education and work on behalf of wild public lands and waters.  Idaho BHA has 1,200 

members who are very active and engaged across the state.  

 

Given our mission and the potential positive and negative impacts of travel management on fish 

and wildlife, and the quality of wildlife-based recreational experience, we appreciate the 

opportunity to offer comments regarding the BLMs Upper Snake East Travel Management Plan 

(TMP) Draft.  Our comments start by outlining our general concerns and then provide more 

specific input for geographic areas of particular interest and value for fish and wildlife habitat.  

Given the complexity of the TMP Draft Document and time allowed for comments we cannot 

offer extensive analysis of specific route segments and alternatives, our comments focus on 

general management principles important to the conservation of wildlife, particularly big game. 

 

General Comments 

• Human population increases across the entirety of the BLM Travel Management Area 

(TMA) have worsened recreational impacts on wildlife in recent years. Some of the most 

significant impacts involve losses of big game security habitat arising from fragmentation 

due to trail development and density.  These impacts have contributed to lost or degraded 

hunting and fishing opportunities.  For example, in Teton County, where recreational 

impacts are particularly high, we have lost our general rifle elk season.  We recognize 

that recreation is not the sole cause for this decline but that it plays a major role in habitat 

degradation and depressed elk numbers.  Adopting still more trails, especially along the 

Teton Front will not help this situation. 

• Alternative B provides the best safeguards for wildlife of the Alternatives analyzed but 

we suggest in the most sensitive wildlife habitats it doesn’t go far enough to conserve big 

game populations and that BLM should analyze removal and rerouting of trails to 

conserve habitat integrity and minimize further fragmentation.  
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• BHA does not support the adoption of unplanned and illegal user created trails as part of 

the travel management process because we have seen it contribute to the explosive 

proliferation of new trails on other public lands in the TMA.  Illegal trail construction 

should be handled by increased enforcement and penalties to offenders and illegal 

segments should be reclaimed to preserve habitat integrity.  As a further deterrent we 

encourage the adoption of a policy making user created trails ineligible for future 

consideration and adoption into travel management plans. 

• The TMP does not adequately address cumulative impacts to wildlife arising from 

existing trails on adjacent forest and private lands within the TMA. 

• Conceptually BHA supports winter closures for wildlife to mitigate the impacts of 

recreation on wildlife during sensitive times, but we remain very skeptical that closures 

will be effective within the TMA because of a general lack of enforcement presence.  If 

closures are implemented, we recommend that BLM bolster its own enforcement staff, 

work with user groups on self-policing strategies, and enter into agreements with the 

Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG) for enforcement support across all BLM 

parcels within the TMA. 

• BLM has limited capacity for enforcement; therefore BLM should be wary of creating 

new recreational areas that will require significant enforcement to maintain resource 

integrity. An important example is Teton Front in Victor, Idaho. This area is vital for big 

game during winter and through the calving/fawning season. The current preferred 

alternative proposes enhanced mountain biking trails. The trail plan for this landscape 

was largely developed by mountain biking trail activists. Since the start of the TMP 

process, most of the proposed trails have been illegally constructed. BHA is very 

concerned about process integrity and future management of such an important area for 

hunters and wildlife enthusiasts.    

 

Areas of Special Concern 

 

Teton Front 

The Teton Front area east of Victor has been identified by IDFG as one of the most important 

habitats remaining in southern Teton County.  BLM parcels in this area provide a critical 

transition from high elevation habitats on the forest and private lands on the valley floor.  Slope 

aspect, vegetative composition and cover make these lands particularly valuable to wintering 

deer and elk.  Ungulate conservation efforts in Teton County have relevance at the Greater 

Yellowstone Ecosystem scale as animals utilizing BLM parcels are known through GPS collar 

surveillance to also use habitats in the National Parks and surrounding wilderness areas.  IDFG 

GPS data also confirm the importance of Teton Front habitats to fawning and calving deer and 

elk.   

 

The Teton Front is part of the Demographic Monitoring Area for grizzly bear and identified as 

being part of a major block of wolverine habitat in Idaho.  BLM parcels in this area provide 

valuable habitat for raptors and neotropical migrant songbirds and wintering habitat for 

Columbian sharp-tailed grouse, a Species of Greatest Conservation Need. 
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Teton County Idaho and the City of Victor Idaho have recognized the importance of the Teton 

Front landscape and recently adopted land development codes aimed at conservation of wildlife 

in this landscape.  Travel management to promote habitat security and permeability is at the heart 

of this strategy both on BLM and USFS lands.   

 

Residential development and recreation impacts are the greatest threats to wildlife in this area.  

BHA supports travel management alternatives that conserve to the greatest extent possible 

wildlife resources in the Teton Front.  For this reason, we don’t support alternatives that add to 

the trail density and habitat fragmentation in this landscape.  The science is clear about trail 

density and elk abundance: more trails mean less elk.  As previously mentioned, we have already 

lost a general elk rifle season in much of Teton County due in part to recreation pressure and a 

lack of security habitat; without careful ecological planning and trail removal we could lose this 

resource entirely. 

Development of the Southern Valley Trails network, which is near the Teton Front, has already 

resulted in significant low elevation habitat fragmentation and displacement of big game and 

other sensitive wildlife.  Increased trail density in the Teton Front would add significantly to 

cumulative impacts on big game. We urge BLM to consider other alternatives that not only 

minimize impacts from trails but decommission and restore the vast network of user created 

trails on these parcels to further maximize habitat patch sizes and maximize security for big 

game.  Our local membership is content with the current trail networks in Teton County and are 

not willing to support further development and density at the expense of big game habitat. 

 

 

Tex Creek Wildlife Management Area (WMA) 

 

Tex Creek WMA is one of the most significant wintering habitats in East Idaho supporting 

thousands of wintering deer, elk and moose.  Significant public investments over many years 

have contributed to a large and strategic mosaic of state, federal and private lands that conserve 

transition and wintering habitat for migratory deer and elk.  BHA cannot support any travel 

planning alternatives that could undermine this investment.    

 

BLM is a signatory along with IDFG and the US Bureau of Reclamation (USBOR), on a 

cooperative management agreement at Tex Creek.  This agreement outlines that big game are the 

management priority at Tex Creek.  BHA does not support trail uses that could compromise the 

integrity of habitat for big game at Tex Creek.  One specific concern is trail planning proposed 

for Kepps Crossing, which is contained within Tex Creek WMA.  BHA would like to see BLM 

consider other alternatives that significantly lower the trail density.  We do not support the 

addition of new trails in this unit. 

 

Sand Creek WMA 

 

Big Bend Ridge at Sand Creek WMA is another incredibly productive and sensitive area within 

the TMA.  The primary management goal at Sand Creek is elk habitat but areas like Big Bend 

Ridge also support valuable habitat for sage grouse.  Hens use this area as transitional habitat 
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during seasonal movements.  Current trail density within this unit is relatively low and BHA 

supports alternatives that preserve habitat complexity and minimize fragmentation by roads and 

trails.  We encourage BLM to look at further consolidation of trails to maximize functional 

habitat patches.  Like Tex Creek WMA, we support a management framework at Sand Creek 

WMA focused on wildlife and the heritage of hunting and not other recreation uses that would 

compromise wildlife habitat. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment, you can count on our continued interest and 

engagement in this process. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Jeffrey Klausmann, East Idaho Co-chair, Idaho Backcountry Hunters and Anglers 
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