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The annual NRC and MDNR planning and work session is an important element for long term planning and maintaining appropriate attention on high priority issues or problems.
Protection and preservation of our (Michigan’s) natural resources is the primary mission for the Michigan Department of Natural Resources and the Natural Resource Commission.  All uses and everything else, either directly or indirectly related, needs to support that mission or not be detrimental to the resource. 

Outreach efforts and accomplishments are a significant achievement in educating, informing and improving public awareness of natural resources and need for effective management.  Outreach efforts, particularly with the youth, is the key to having knowledgeable stewards ready to protect our natural resources in the future.  Public involvement and support, particularly in the voting booth, is very critical to effectively preserving and protecting our natural resources.  Additionally, MDNR efforts to encourage public use of our state lands for outdoor activities certainly increases public awareness and support of effective management of our natural resources.

After listening to the discussion during this meeting and several others during the year there are some questions or thoughts that need a response and consideration for the future.

Over a number of years there are new activities and expanded activities that increase the use of our natural resources and a desired increase in public participation.  What does not appear to be considered is, what is the maximum reasonable use without degrading the resource?  Particularly as relates to motorized trails and to a lesser degree equestrian trails, is there any policy or guidelines indicating what is reasonable or when is a reasonable maximum exceeded?  It appears every user group has a biased voice in the process but that no one is speaking for the wildlife or habitat!  Is there a saturation point after which there is sustained degradation of the resources?   Have we reached a point where more and/or bigger is an automatic decision?  How much motorized access is for the “thrill of the ride” and not for enjoying or appreciating the environment?  How much scenery can be observed at typical speeds of snowmobiles or ATV’s?  Why should any more of these trails be in an environment of wildlife and wildlife habitat?    
This concern is related to degradation of the terrain and wild life habitat as well as disruption of the wildlife population.  Does anyone know how often motorized vehicles are operated off the approved trails, or how much degraded terrain has been accumulated?  Let alone the frequency of disruption to wildlife.  Certainly a lot has been observed, and there are enough examples of abuse, off trail use, environmental damage, injuries, etc, to indicate degradation of the resource.  How is degradation of the resource evaluated and by who?  How is the detriment to the wildlife evaluated, particularly in the winter when the disturbance is at a high cost to an animal’s available energy?  Maximum exposure is not defined, as well as risk or deterioration, and it seems to be lacking from discussions and possibly deliberately so.  The detriment to wildlife is also not established.  It appears we need some reasonable definition of limits when new or expanded motorized or equestrian trails are proposed.
The MDNR brochure on Michigan’s Iron Belle Trail lists over 12,000 miles of trails (and growing), including 6,407 miles of snowmobile trails, 3,627 miles of ORV trails, 2,623 miles of rail trail, 560 miles of forest looped trails, 900 miles of state park trails, 590 miles of equestrian trails, and 1,150 miles of the North Country National Scenic Trail.  The Michigan Comprehensive Trail Plan of May 2013 only lightly mentions balancing activities, and does not discuss or emphasize protecting and preserving resources, wildlife and habitat for these very intrusive activities.  
It would seem like the MDNR would have protecting and preserving on their radar screen but it does not appear that it gets discussed or considered in relation to motorized trails or equestrian trails.  Your response would be greatly appreciated.
Thank you.

Dick Zook
