Talking Points

Congress, based on a recommendation from the US Forest Service, designated the Chattooga River as a Wild and Scenic River in 1974, in large part because it is such a great whitewater paddling resource.  The river also flows through the Ellicott Rock Wilderness.

Two years later in 1976, US Forest Service managers banned all canoeing, kayaking, and rafting on the upper 21 miles of the river.  No one knows why, but safety and angling are often cited as the rationale.  Since 1995 paddlers have sought access to the river.  Lead by American Whitewater they successfully appealed a 2004 USFS decision to continue the ban.  Their appeal decision required a user capacity analysis to be conducted and a new decision within two years.  It has been over three years and the USFS has failed to produce a user capacity analysis.  The USFS released their management proposal and Environmental Assessment (EA) in early July and are accepting comments until August 18th.   They propose a new boating ban, once again with no basis.  

The ASK:

I ask that you provide some oversight on this matter, and assure that paddling is allowed on the Upper Chattooga River to the same degree that other Wilderness compliant uses are.

General points
· The USFS has spent millions of taxpayer dollars trying to find a reason to ban paddling on the Chattooga River and have failed.  It is time to restore nationally consistent river management to the Chattooga.

· The USFS is proposing to ban paddling while allowing all other uses unlimited access to the river corridor, even though these uses are far larger and higher impact than paddling.  

· Paddling is a healthy and fun outdoor activity that attracts young people to nature-based outdoor recreation.  The government should be supporting such activities, not limiting them for no reason.

· Paddling is a highly valued component of rural economies in the southern Appalachian region, bringing in millions of dollars from outlying urban areas.  

· Non-mechanized recreation like paddling is a vital part of both the Wilderness Act and the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act.  The river was protected in large part to protect and enhance this type of use.

· There is no reason to ban or limit boating: paddling is allowed on every other river in the region, and every river the USFS manages – without exception or problems.  Rivers are just not banned to floating!

· Paddling on the Chattooga would have no significant environmental impacts – and far less than other forms of recreation.

· If paddling were allowed, the only interactions with other users would be a handful of anglers seeing a handful of paddlers on a handful of days.  Paddlers can only descend the river during a small number (<30 annually) of high flow days when other recreation is sub-optimal.  Real recreational conflicts are a non-issue on the Chattooga. 

· The USFS has refused to even analyze the issues surrounding the upper two miles of the river which flow through private lands.  They manage zero Outstanding Remarkable Values there. 
· All river and land management agencies are watching this case, and if its course is not changed it will trigger major hurdles to responsible public enjoyment of protected lands and indeed the core protections of those lands. 

Points specific to the Environmental Assessment

· The proposal in the EA eviscerates the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, by allowing the agency to totally eliminate the values of the river that led to designation and that the agency is mandated to protect and enhance.  The agency asserts they do not have to manage all such values (like geology, scenery, biodiversity, and recreation) in all sections of the protected river.  This would constitute a landmark precedent.

· The EA does not contain or reference a User Capacity Analysis as required by the appeal and by law.  

· The EA does not propose a single equitable alternative – all ten alternatives ban boating while allowing other much larger and more damaging uses unlimited access. 

· The EA does not contain a full range of alternatives and has a biased focus on paddling as the only management variable.

· The EA offers absolutely no basis for any limits on paddling.

· The EA proposes to totally ban paddling on two thirds of the Upper Chattooga River, and only allow paddling on the remaining section on only six days, in the middle of winter, at only high flows, and only for four groups.  These conditions will result in a de facto ban.  All other existing users have no restrictions.

· The EA is invalid and will not hold up to judicial scrutiny.  It is fiscally irresponsible to make an illegal decision that will easily fail in court. 

