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Dear Forest Neighbor:

We are beginning an environmental analysis of a Michigan Department of Natural Resources proposal to reestablish a section of Trail #3, a designated snowmobile trail on the Watersmeet Ranger District of the Ottawa National Forest.  The proposed location would be primarily on an existing railroad grade that has been used as a snowmobile trail in the past, but was closed at a point near Buck Lake, due to lack of landowner permission (See Map A).
You are invited to provide comment on this proposal which will be used in the development, analysis and selection of the preferred alternative for this project.  The background, existing conditions, desired conditions and proposed action are described below.

Background:  Until approximately five years ago, Trail #3 of the State of Michigan designated snowmobile trail system utilized an abandoned railroad grade which paralleled Forest Road  (FR) 4700 from Trail #2, north towards Buck Lake where it then crossed FR 4700 and headed generally north on the west side of Buck Lake.  This route was the primary snowmobile access to Bruce Crossing, Michigan.  A change in landownership on a small parcel on the west shore of Buck Lake (T45N-R38W Section 6) eliminated this portion of trail due to a loss of permission to utilize the grade through the property by the current landowner.

Existing Condition:  Since the loss of access to the railroad grade on the west side of Buck Lake, Trail #3 has shared the same location as Trail #107 which utilizes FR 4500 to the east of Buck Lake.  The existing trail follows FR 4500 north to FR 5250, then heads west to connect with the railroad grade leading north to the Bruce Crossing area.  The Forest roads involved are high standard, gravel roads that are periodically used for winter timber harvesting activities.  The first two miles of FR 4700 are plowed each winter by Gogebic County to provide access to a residence on the east side of Buck Lake. 
The shared location of Trails #3 and #107 has resulted in additional snowmobile traffic on the combined trail, an increased need for trail grooming over the course of the season as well as an increased amount of congestion on the trail due to the larger number of snowmobiles using this route.  In addition, the current east/west connector uses approximately four miles of FR 5250 which is periodically needed for winter timber harvesting activity creating a dual-use situation.
Desired Future Condition:  The desired condition is to reestablish the historic route for Trail #3 on the railroad grade, with the exception of a new portion of trail to be constructed on the west side of Buck Lake.  The overall desired condition for the snowmobile trail system on the Ottawa National Forest is to locate snowmobile trails off developed roads, where possible.  The goal of the constructed trail segment would be to avoid the private property, where the trail previously had been located.  This would provide a more direct and safe route for snowmobilers using this trail to access the Bruce Crossing area.  It would also alleviate some of the existing trail congestion on Trail #107, providing for reduced numbers of snowmobiles on the trail at any one time, which would increase safety for all users.
The Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) sets goals and direction for the management of the Ottawa National Forest.  The Forest is divided into Management Areas (MAs), each with its specific desired future condition (DFC).  Reestablishing Trail #3 to its historic location would locate it within MAs 3.1and 3.2.  MAs 3.1 and 3.2 identify a roaded natural recreation experience which allows for snowmobile trails that provide for resource protection, public health and safety and minimizes user conflicts (Forest Plan, pages IV-126 and IV-135).  
Proposed Action:  The proposed action is to utilize the historic location for Trail #3 and to construct a re-route around private land on the west side of Buck Lake (see Map B). This would be accomplished by utilizing existing logging roads and approximately 600 feet of new construction in two locations.  Total length of the relocation would be approximately 3000 feet. 
Work required along the proposed relocation would include:  brushing, spot graveling, grading and culvert installation.  The Michigan Department of Natural Resources would be responsible for the construction, reconstruction and maintenance of the proposed trail, in cooperation with the USDA Forest Service and local snowmobile organizations.
The proposed action moves the existing condition towards the desired future condition by providing a trail location that minimizes the use of plowed roads while providing for winter motorized recreation.  Utilizing the previous trail location on the railroad grade will also provide for increased safety for users by decreasing areas of congestion along the trail.
Decision to be Made:  The decision to be made by the responsible official is whether or not relocation of Trail #3 to its historic location, with minor construction of a new segment of designated snowmobile trail on the west side of Buck Lake, should occur and if so, where.  Also included would be the type and location of any applicable project design criteria, if necessary.
Contact Person:  Any questions regarding this proposal should be directed to Rick McVey at the Bessemer Ranger District Office, 500 N. Moore Street, Bessemer, MI 49911.

Phone number 906-932-1330, ext 511 or email: rmcvey@fs.fed.us.

All comments are welcome on this proposal.  To ensure that I have had the opportunity to consider your comments they must be postmarked or received within 30 days beginning the day after publication of the legal notice in the Ironwood, Michigan’s Daily Globe.  When the comment period would end on a Saturday, Sunday, or Federal holiday, comments will be accepted until the end of the next Federal working day.  These comments will be reviewed and will be used to determine whether or not there are any unresolved conflicts with this proposed action.  Any comments received on this proposal are part of the public record and therefore, are available for public review upon request.  

In order to be considered, comments must be substantive, that is they must be within the scope of the proposed action, specific to the proposed action, have a direct relationship to the proposed action and include supporting reasons for me to consider.  If you wish to reference scientific literature in your comment letter I request that you send a copy of the reference you have cited and include rationale as to how you feel it is pertinent to the specific project at hand.  This will allow me to fully evaluate your comments; if I do not receive a copy of the literature I may not be able to utilize it in making my decision.  

Please address your comments to Tracy Tophooven, District Ranger, Watersmeet Ranger District, at P.O. Box 276, Watersmeet, MI  49969.  Office hours, for those who wish to hand deliver or provide oral comments, are 8:00 am to 4:00 pm Monday through Friday (except Federal holidays).  Oral comments must be provided at the above listed office, or by telephone at (906) 358-0450, during those hours.  Alternatively comments may be submitted by facsimile at (906) 358-4829 or by e-mail at:  comments-eastern-ottawa-watersmeet@fs.fed.us (please put “Comments on Buck Lake Snowmobile Trail Project” in the subject line).  

Sincerely, 

/s/ Tracy J. Tophooven
TRACY J. TOPHOOVEN

District Ranger

Enclosures
"The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964 (voice or TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer."
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