
A brief case for NO Action
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Organizations who have endorsed
Development Principles for Routt County Public Lands

Colorado Backcountry Hunters & Anglers 

Colorado Premier Outfitters 

Colorado Wildlife Federation 

NW CO Chapter Great Old Broads for Wilderness 

Keep Routt Wild 

NW CO Chapter 17 Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation 

Routt County Cattleman’s Association

Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership



A brief case for NO Action
on Mad Rabbit

• Wildlife Impacts and the Scientific Research
• 2A Trails and the Colorado Roadless Areas
• Maintenance and Enforcement



Scientific Research

• Trails, themselves, do not impact wildlife

• People, and their usage, do.



“It is becoming increasingly apparent to wildlife and land managers that human disturbance to 
wildlife in the form of recreation is taking a toll on wildlife and on habitat by reducing functionality. In 
areas experiencing high levels of recreation, animals tend to spend less time foraging and resting 
and more time traveling. Mountain biking and ATV use may create the highest levels of disturbance 
for mule deer and elk (Naylor et al. 2008). Behavioral changes such as these occurring in summer 
range habitat may result in an overall decrease in animal fitness, which often negatively affects 
reproductive success and winter survival."

Letter from Bill Andree, CPW District Wildlife Manager
To the Town of Vail. March 6, 2017

“I don’t see the wildlife populations in the Gore Valley as sustainable with the current level of 
development, recreational, and conflict pressure placed on wildlife.”

“Most wildlife managers agree, with support from the scientific literature, that recreation has the potential to 
impact wildlife distribution and abundance (Goldstein et al 2010, Naylor et al. 2008, Keller and Bender 
2007, Taylor and Knight 2003, Papouchis 2001, Joslin and Youmans 1999, Valdez and Krausman 1999).” 



“We applied a treatment of simulated recreational hiking to radiocollared elk on the Beaver Creek area by 
approaching a radiocollared animal until she was displaced.   …create an effect equal to a greater number of 
recreationalists hiking through the area.”
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Bill Andree, District Wildlife Manager to Town of Vail:

“The study done at Beaver Creek and Vail 
demonstrated that calf/cow ratios for elk 
declined by approximately 40% (from 64.6 
calves per 100 cows to 39.8 calves per 100 
cows) as a result of human induced 
disturbance during the calving season” 

“Reproduction levels during the treatment 
period were determined to be insufficient to 
maintain a stable elk population. The second 
half of the study involved removing the human 
disturbance component. With the human 
disturbance removed the calf/cow ratios 
rebounded to their pre treatment levels.”

REPRODUCTIVE SUCCESS OF ELK FOLLOWING DISTURBANCE BY 
HUMANS DURING CALVING SEASON
GREGORY E. PHILLIPS, Department of Fishery and Wildlife Biology, Colorado State University, Fort Collins, CO, 80523, USA
A. WILLIAM ALLDREDGE, Department of Fishery and Wildlife Biology, Colorado State University, Fort Collins, CO, 80523, USA



Effects of Off-Road Recreation on Mule Deer and Elk

Flight Responses of Elk
• “The estimated probability of elk flight from a human disturbance was highly dependent on distance.”
• “Higher probabilities of flight response occurred during ATV and mountain bike activity, in contrast to lower probabilities observed 

during hiking and horseback riding (Table 1).” 
• “Probability of a flight response declined most rapidly during hiking, with little effect when hikers were beyond 550 yards (500 m) 

from an elk.” 
• “By contrast, higher probabilities of elk flight continued beyond 820 yards (750 m) from horseback riders, 

and 1,640 yards (1,500 m) from mountain bike and ATV riders (Figure 3).”



Distance from each side of trail that 
elk will flee. *

1.5 sq. miles
per hour
@ 3 mph

2.7 sq. miles
per hour
@ 4 mph

6.5 sq. miles
per hour
@ 7 mph

25 sq. miles
per hour
@ 15 mph

Hiking:
400 meters

Horse:
550 meters

Biking:
750 meters

ATV:
1350 meters

TOTAL AREA OF DISRUPTION

How each activity disturbs elk

*  Study by USFS and State of Oregon
• 20% probability point



Mud Springs Gulch Study: Bike path next to I-70

“Sixty-five percent more deer crossed through the underpass when 
the visual barrier was in place (38) than when it was not (23).”

• Gregory Phillips, EDM International
• William Alldredge, RFL Environmental
• William W. Andree, Colorado Division of Wildlife



295 meters is a conservative 
buffer for hikers.

It does not reflect the impact 
for mountain bikes or ATVs, 
which are 87% and 237%
greater (Wisdom et al 2004):

Mountain Bike: 550m
ATV: 995m

Colorado Parks and Wildlife
Impact Analysis of Mad Rabbit



295 meters is a conservative 
buffer for hikers. Even then:

Colorado Parks and Wildlife
Impact Analysis of Mad Rabbit

Cumulative Impact (USFS only):
A: 74 sq. miles    B:  68 sq. miles

Loss of 14 sq. miles of 
undisturbed habitat in roadless 
areas

The disturbed areas will be significantly larger when they are ratio’d up for the use. 
Values do not include the effects of fragmentation or increased use.

Up to 22 sq. miles of new 
habitat disturbance



If we have a study underway – Why not wait for the results?

Abundance study 
using grid of 
game cameras

Recruitment study using collared 
elk calves

Elk recruitment rates across Colorado, 
measured as calf:cow ratio

In Routt County, the Mad Creek, Buffalo Pass, Walton Rim and Ferndale areas were selected for study.

"These studies will help us make those decisions down the 
road about how best to provide outdoor recreation while 
balancing it with conservation.” – CPW Kris Middledorf.

CPW study on elk herds and the effect of outdoor recreation and human disturbance



2A Trails and the Colorado Roadless Rule
The vast majority of the Mad Rabbit proposal occurs in the Colorado Roadless Areas.



“Steamboat Springs has the opportunity to leverage our existing assets to enhance our tourist 
capability resulting in similar revenues for our local businesses and tax dollars for our local 
government entities as we experience in the winter ski season months.  In fact, partner estimates 
indicate that at project completion an additional 180,000 tourists will visit Steamboat Springs, 
resulting in over $81million to the local community.” 

“The economic analysis model utilized in this proposal takes into account the impact of visitor 
spending on several levels in the local economy.”

“With this proposal, Steamboat Springs can be become an 
IMBA Ride Center. An IMBA Ride Center designation 
denotes top international mountain biking destinations, 
which would enhance current efforts to increase summer 
and shoulder season visits by providing trails for the whole 
family.”

Overall Projected Revenue

2A Trails are a commercial operation
Quotes from linked 2A Trails Document from ballot proposal:



2A Trails are a commercial operation

“Project Description: Located above the Ferndale Picnic/Parking Area, this mountain bike riding zone 
features short skills trails that cater to a wide range of ability levels. With jumps and features that mimic 
those on the above direction trails, users have the option to learn and build skills in a concentrated and 
easily accessible area prior to riding the longer directional trails above.”



Colorado Roadless Rule

Proposed actions “that would significantly alter the undeveloped character of a Colorado Roadless
Area require an Environmental Impact Statement.” 36 CFR 294.45(a).

“The intent of this regulation is to protect roadless values by restricting tree cutting, sale, and removal; 
road construction and reconstruction; and linear construction zones within Colorado Roadless Areas 
(CRAs), with narrowly focused exceptions.”

CPW on Mad Creek and Long Park CRAs: “Both of these areas are important from the standpoint that human 
activity is dispersed and limited giving wildlife an opportunity to remain with little human disturbance.”

Managed closer to a wilderness area than a US Forest.



Enforcement

“The agency has seen a spurt of violations in which 
people on snow machines entered wilderness areas and 
places where only nonmotorized uses are allowed.”

Not satisfied with the public’s adherence to some voluntary trail closures, the 
Forest Service is making some of the closures in popular areas such as Mad Creek 
mandatory for the first time.

“Voluntary closures are worthless,” Area Wildlife 
Manager Jim Haskins said. “This should help.”

He said the number of snowmobile citations 
in the Routt National Forest is high when 
compared to other national forests.



Enforcement

• Trail closure enforcement is vital for wildlife
• We have a multitude of violations
• We have no track record of enforcement
• We have no plan going forward for existing trails
• We have no plan for Mad Rabbit

• We treat violators with kid gloves
• We have never made closures a priority
• Where are the gates? The giant signs? The staff to turn people away?

• We have only “hope”, and a failing track record



Conclusion
• We can choose areas with less impact
• We can, and should, avoid Colorado Roadless Areas
• We have no enforcement plan, just hope
• We have no maintenance plan
• We have opportunities to direct trail funds to Core Trail or already 

impacted areas
• The risks are unequal. Habitat loss is forever.

therefore…

• The City needs to retract the Mad Rabbit proposal and funding
• The USFS should take “No Action” towards Mad Rabbit

Then, as the Routt County community, we should embark on a holistic 
planning process for outdoor recreation.  


