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NEW RECREATION PLAN FOR CAVE CREEK CANYON
CHIRICAHUA MOUNTAINS

In August 1991 the Douglas District of the Coronado National Forest
issued a draft document titled “"The Cave Creek-Pinery Corridor Concept Plan,"”
promoting a broad spectrum of recreation development for both sides of the
Chiricahua Mountains. The inappropriate and seriously flawed management
direction of this plan evoked strong public resistance, one aspect of which
was the formation of the Chiricahua Regional Council (CRC) as a “"watchdog”
organization to monitor Forest Service (FS) and other government agency plans
for the Chiricahua region. As a result of broad public comment and resis-
tance, the Cave Creek-Pinery Corridor plan appears to have been dropped, at

least in its original form.

The next effort toward increasing recreation use involving the Chirica-
huas was the proposed “Islands in the Desert National Recreation Area” (March
1992). At five FS-sponsored regional public workshops the reaction of diverse
elements of the public was overwhelmingly negative. That proposal, too, has

been shelved.

But still the overall direction of FS management of the Coronado
National Forest continues to be toward recreation development, and a new draft
document involving this area is the "Cave Creek Canyon Recreation Concept
Plan.” 1In it the FS demonstrates its wishes with regard to management
thinking and policy and makes it clear that the agency is still intent on
recreation overdevelopment. Why do we say this? Because parts of the plan
either blatantly go beyond what is known to be desirable, or have a strong
potential for doing so if not carefully controlled.

Particulars of the New Plan

This new plan is restricted to
the Cave Creek Drainage rather than
addressing development on both east
and west sides of the Chiricahuas,
as did the 1991 plan, though a plan
for the west side is to be available
in December 1995. Important fea-
tures of the plan include, but are
not limited to, drastic revision of
camping facilities, elaboration of
the trail system within the canyon,
revising access to South Fork, modi-
fications to Visitor Center and sur-
roundings, and revised manadement

of research activities.

Campgrounds Revised: The plan
would eventually eliminate camping
at all current developed sites in
the canyon and concentrate it at one
centrally located facility. Exist-
ing campgrounds would be downgraded
to picnic sites and their facilities
(parking, picnic tables, rest rooms)
relocated outside of riparian areas.
While admitting to considerable dif-
ference of opinion within its
Planning Team regarding the site for
a large central campground, the doc-
ument nevertheless recommends con-
structing "Crystal Campground” for
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tent campers and recreation vehicles
beside the road to Herb Martyr Dam
near the trail to Crystal Cave and
adjacent to the property of the
American Museum of Natural History's
Southwestern Research Station.

This recommendation exemplifies
the FS’s obliviousness to values in
Cave Creek, The Southwestern Re-
search Station, one of the nation’s
premier facilities for biological
field studies, has a forty-year his-
tory of ongoing research of national
and international importance. In a
"Vision Statement” requested by the
FS of members of the Planning Team,
the Director of SWRS noted the im-
portance of the area between the
Station and Herb Martyr Dam to field
studies and recommended it be desig-
nated a "Research Natural Area.”

Yet directly opposed to that recom—
mendation, the FS proposes to dedi-
cate some 50 acres (area estimated
from a map in the Plan) of virtually
undisturbed forest in that area to a
40-site campground that would focus
all the canyon’s camping traffic.

The CRC strongly opposes con-
struction of the Crystal Campground
both for its disruptive influence on
research activities and for its
takeover of undisturbed terrain.
There are real administrative advan-
tages in concentrating camping, and
the FS has recommended as an interim
solution what could be a permanent
one. This is reconstructing Sunny
Flat campground and increasing capa-
city to make up for closing other
sites, and possibly building a new
campground adjacent to (downstream
from) the Visitor Center if need can
be balanced against appropriate use
dictated by the area’s primary val-
ues. The FS has never--at least not
publicly--assessed the carrying cap-
acity of the canyon for visitors at
one time, and has published no hard
data on public usage.

Eliminating camping at sites
other than Sunny Flat has, as the FS$

avers, some desirable features. If
roads and facilities can be removed
from riparian areas and relocated
closer to the paved road, then some
of the streamside may (perhaps with
assistance) return to a more natural
state. But there is a carrying ca-
pacity aspect here, too. The FS§
seems to feel that picnicking is
less demanding on the land than
camping, but a picnic site will
often be occupied by many more peo-
ple than a campsite, increasing the
impact. Limiting the number of
parking spaces for picnic sites to
many fewer than the former camp
sites would seem not just prudent
but essential.

Trail System: The FS envis-
ions a trail system throughout the
canyon, some parts “barrier-free"” (=
paved), most with natural surface.
Their hope is that with more and
better trails, people will be en-
couraged to walk rather than drive.
A problem here is that much of an
augmented trail system would have to
be close to the stream, hence. poten-
tially damaging. Foot bridges
planned for several trails would be
one more form of intrusion on the
natural setting. Any increase in
trails must be carefully planned and
monitored.

South Fork: South Fork would
be closed to autos except for mainte
nance and summer home owners, with a
parking area constructed at the
junction of South Fork and the main
road. A barrier-free trail would
replace the road, its extent not
stated., Part of the trail system
would be across the creek, shadier
but subject to the same potential
for habitat damage as the main can-
yon trails.

Visitor Center: Plans for the
Visitor Center (apart from the pos-
sible new campground) include a var-
iety of interpretative, educational
projects, road realignment, a trail-
head plaza, picnic sites, and a




barrier-free trail along the creek.
This last, easily accessible from
the Visitor Center with other facil-
ities for the disabled, might obvi-
ate need for other barrier-free
trails up canyon.

Wildlife Viewing Facilities:
These are mentioned several times,
and once each with “telescopes” and
with “"feeding and viewing area.”
Telescopes and feeding stations
would certainly be out of place in
the natural setting, and animals are
not 1ikely to come to preselected
viewing sites.

Summer Homes: These are to be
phased out.

Management: Under this heading,
the plan states: “Ensure that re-
search projects authorized in Cave
Creek provide information to visi-
tors that enhances visitor experien-
ces. Manage research activities in
canyon by special use authori-
zation.” This could be taken to
mean that the only research projects
authorized will be those that
enhance visitor experiences, a to-
tally unacceptable interference with
basic research. Whatever the intent
of this statement, the roll of the
FS in authorizing research should be
carefully examined and clearly
spelled out before any rules are
laid down. Researchers should, how-
ever, be encouraged to share appro-
priate findings with the public,
perhaps through the medium of an
enhanced Visitor Center.

OVERVIEW

It was the unparalleled biologi-
cal diversity of the area that acted
as the major underpinning for pas-
sage in Congress of the Cave Creek
Canyon Protection Act of 1993, elim-
inating the imminent possibility of
open pit mining in the Cave Creek
drainage area. The Arizona State
Legislature had already passed a
resolution urging Congreas to pro-

tect the area, and people from
around the country and abroad had
protested the potential mining, all
in recognition of Cave Creek
Canyon's special biological and
scenic values. Unquestionably,
these values are what bring the vast
majority of visitors to Cave Creek,
and these values stand to be de-
graded by promotion and overdevelop-
ment of the area. Bureaucracies
prosper by growing, but in this case
growth would be at the expense of
the Cave Creek environment and all
it means to the public.

The CRC feels strongly that
the sort of recreation development
exemplified by the proposed new camp
ground in undisturbed terrain must
be rejected and that the Forest Ser-
vice be made to acknowledge that not
all public lands are appropriate for
increased recreation use. We hope
you agree.

MAKE YOURSELF HEARD

A "Concept Plan” is not a de-
cision document, and most recommen-
dations in the plan would be subject
to additional public scrutiny under
the National Environmental Policy
Act (NEPA). However, it is impor-
tant that the FS receive public com-
ment at this basic stage in plan-
ning, before plans are adopted that
can only be challenged by time-con-
suming, expensive legal means.

The new Plan has not been
freely distributed and so is not
easily available, especially outside
of Cochise County. It may be con-
sulted at Ranger Stations in the
area and at libraries in towns in
Cochise County (Willcox, Benson,
Sierra Vista, Bisbee, Douglas,
Portal), as well as Tucson, and
Lordsburg, NM. It may be purchased
at the Douglas Print Shop ($4.00
copying fee) and at Tucson Map and
Blueprint. Read it if you can.
There are many details that we can-
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not cover here that may be important
to you.

We urge you to prepare your
written comments in multiple copies
to be sent to the District Ranger
and additional administrative levels
of the Forest Service and to Con-
gressman Jim Kolbe, in whose dis-
trict Cave Creek is situated (ad-
dresses below). Do it now! The FS
has set April 10 as the last day on
which they will accept responses
from the public to this plan.

Brian L. Power, District Ranger,
Douglas Ranger District
Coronado National Forest

RR #1, Box 228R

Douglas, AZ 85607

Jack Ward Thomas

Chief of Forest Service
Chief’s Office

U.S.D.A. Forest Service
14th & Independence Ave. SW
washington, DC 20250

Henry M. Montrey, III
Associate Deputy Chief
(same as above)

Ms. Janice McDougle
Associate Deputy Chief
(same as above)

Jerry Sesco
Deputy Chief of Research
(same as above)

Charles W. Cartwright, Jr.
Regional Forester

5701 Gold West
Albuquerque, NM 87102

Michael Borens

Acting Forest Supervisor
Coronado National Forest
U. S. Forest Service

300 west Congress
Tucson, AZ 85701

Carl Edminster

Forest Research Coordinator
Coronado National Forest
(same as above)

Congressman Jim Kolbe
5th District, Arizona
77 Calle Portal, Suite B-160
Sierra Vista, AZ 85635

UPCOMING

The Forest Service expects to have the draft planning documents for the

Northend Chiricahua Access ready in April.

This covers road realignment and

some road construction to make Wood and Emigrant canyons accessible without
crossing private land and driving close to ranch buildings. The work proposed
does not involve making the canyons themselves accessible to vehicles. CRC
board members and others read and commented on the scoping document and
Environmental Assessment and the CRC (June 1994) gave tentative approval,
pending the availability of the final planning documents. The landowners
stand to benefit through increased privacy, and hikers, hunters and others
will gain legal access to the Forest boundary and trailheads. Persons with a
special interest in this proposal may wish to contact the District Office of
the FS (see address, above) and ask to be 1isted to receive the draft planning

document.



