Subject: Chattooga Headwaters Management Plan Comment

Mr. John Cleeves

Francis Marion & Sumter National Forests

4931 Broad River Road

Columbia, SC  29212-3530

Gentlemen,

I’ve been involved in the push to revoke the boating ban above Highway 28 since the late 1990s.  It has been a long hard battle.  But, as we near a possible endpoint, I am disappointed with the alternatives the USFS has published in the latest document dated August 14th, 2007.  I participated in the July 14th Workshop.  There are key points from that meeting that have been excluded.  There are limits suggested that have no apparent basis.  The Woody debris standard has the appearance of an angler vs. boater issue, but it should not be.

In the July 14th Workshop, there seemed to me to be broad support for requiring permits/registration for all users.  This has only been included in the boating alternatives and Alternative #2.  Permits/registration should be included in all alternatives except for the status quo.  In fact, it is difficult to understand how one can accomplish the Objective of #3 “manage biophysical impacts on natural resources by limiting trails, campsites, group size, parking and types of use” without a permit system and count of users.

In the July 14th Workshop, there was some support for eliminating parking at Burrells Ford and moving it outside the corridor.  I (and many others) would support closing Burrells Ford Bridge, but realize that is outside the power of the USFS.  However, the parking could be closed.  A new parking lot could be opened outside the W&S corridor and trails built to allow access.  This would passively reduce use, litter and wear, particularly of the car camping type.  Parking laws are far easier to enforce than anti-boating laws.  And the USFS staff already is able to enforce the anti-boating laws.

In the July 14th Workshop, there was some mention of ceasing to stock non-native species in the W&S corridor.  I am in favor of that move.  And while our moderator at the Workshop said that the USFS had no say in stocking decisions, the Chattooga History Project prepared by Tetra Tech indicates that the USFS has historically influenced or controlled stocking in the W&S corridor.  I believe that the cessation of stocking of non-native species of any type be ceased, with the possible exception for species that may be used to counter attacks by other exotic species. 

Alternatives #4 & #5 include limits on group numbers and group sizes for boating.  I am in favor of limiting the number of all users including boaters.  However, I have seen no research by the USFS that would indicate any basis for the proposed limits of party size or number of parties per day.  More research is needed to establish the correct limits.  Likewise, more research is needed to establish limits on other types of users.

Woody debris recruitment is listed in all 3 non-boating alternatives.  Limited woody debris removal is listed in the boating alternatives.  Many people in the workshop suggested that they would like the river to return to a natural state.  To me, that means neither enhance nor remove woody debris.  Let nature dictate the flow of wood into the water.  As it appears now, there will be plenty of Hemlock added to the river as the Adelgid kills them over the next few years.  I think that no recruitment and extremely limited removal should be included in most of the alternatives.  As presented, the Woody debris standard/action appears to be purely an issue of boater vs. angler.  It should not be.  Many users of all types would like to see the river in its most natural state, not an artificially groomed park that has a natural appearance.

None of the boating alternatives are fair or particularly palatable.  Option #6 looks good, but it should it has no provision for limits of any user group.   And, it could include the removal of the Burrells Ford parking lots.  In fact, all boating alternatives should include boating on all sections.  

Perhaps the wording should be changed from “to provide new boating opportunities” to “to allow legal boating on the waters above Highway 28”.  It has been boated a number of times after 1976, as the USFS well knows.

In summary, I believe that there was a consensus reached at the workshop, and in a larger sense, that the Chattooga W&S river should be managed in a way that allows it to return as much as possible to its natural state.  To me, that means that we need new standards limiting trailheads, trails and campsites.  It means we need new standards limiting group sizes, encounters between groups, and access points.  Yes, there should be “new boating opportunities” even if the difference is just that we make the occasional boating legal instead of the current status.  It also means that we should do as little “management” as possible.   None of the alternatives match those attributes exactly.  The closest one is Alternative #6.  But, I think it should be modified to have group numbers and size limits for all users.  And those limits should be determined from a fair study.  Single capacity boating as proposed in Alternatives 4, 5 & 6 has negligible environmental impact.  Existing infrastructure is more than adequate to serve this use if it is made legal.

I look forward to the next step.  I can only hope that the USFS sees the wisdom in fair access.

Thanks

Milt Aitken

