
March 11, 2020 
 
Matt Nowak, Natural Resources Planner 
NYS DEC 
7327 State Route 812 
Lowville, NY 13367 
r6.ump@dec.ny.gov 
 
Re: Croghan Easement Recreation Management Plan 
 
Dear Mr. Nowak, 

I am writing to you on behalf of Adirondack Wilderness Advocates for the purpose of sharing with 
you our thoughts, comments, and concerns regarding the management of the Croghan Tract 
Conservation Easement (CTCE). 

Our primary interest in this Recreation Management Plan (RMP) is its relationship to the 
adjacent Pepperbox Wilderness. Specifically, we wish to encourage actions that would either 
perpetuate or increase the sense of remoteness and solitude currently found in this protected area, 
and express our concerns for actions that would impair or diminish these qualities. 

Indeed, the conditions that make a protected wilderness appear remote and isolated to the 
average visitor can, in part, be due to the quality of the lands that surround it. This is especially 
true of the smaller wilderness areas, which often lack the ability of places like the High Peaks or 
West Canada Lakes to self-protect these key characteristics by virtue of their vast size. Were the 
Pepperbox not buttressed against other protected lands, its interior locations would seem less 
isolated, and the overall quality of the wilderness would seem diminished. 

On balance, we are pleased that the draft RMP for the Croghan Tract Easement does not 
propose any management changes that would directly impact the neighboring Pepperbox, and in 
fact we support the proposal to relocate the Jakes Pond Road trailhead from the Forest Preserve 
and onto the conservation easement lands. 

There are some aspects of this plan, however, that could indirectly affect the Pepperbox. 
One proposal that we wish to address is explained in this passage from the RMP: 

Two roads being considered as ungroomed trails - Jakes Pond Road 
and Sand Pond Road, warrant special deliberation because they 
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border the Pepperbox Wilderness. Given the Main Haul Road is the 
main corridor snowmobile trail through the CTCE, snowmobile use 
already impacts the western Pepperbox unit including soundscape, 
potential wildlife disturbance and impacts to social constructs of 
Wilderness (though these impacts are limited to the vicinity where 
… the Main Haul Road forms the Pepperbox Wilderness boundary 
near Sand Pond). Since minimal additional snowmobile use would 
be anticipated, opening Jakes Pond and Sand Pond Roads would be 
unlikely to significantly increase impacts on the eastern portion of 
the CTCE and western Pepperbox Wilderness. 

We would prefer that these two dead-end roads – Jakes Pond Road and Sand Pond Road – 
not be open to snowmobile use, on the basis that such an action would add little value to the 
snowmobiling experience while diminishing the aesthetic qualities of the Pepperbox. 

 
1. Little or no benefit to snowmobiles: As dead-end routes, we can see practically no value in 
opening these two access roads to snowmobiles. By far, the most popular riding trails in the 
Adirondacks are those that provide connections between communities, businesses, and services. 
We agree with DEC’s assessment that “minimal additional snowmobile use would be anticipated,” 
but we draw the opposite conclusion: the minimal demand for these routes does not justify the 
proposed actions. 

The RMP does not adequately communicate the need to open these routes to 
snowmobiles, other than to “facilitate other winter recreation opportunities on the property and 
adjacent forest preserve lands (including hunting, fishing, trapping, snowshoeing and cross-country 
skiing).” However, the RMP defeats this premise by stating elsewhere: “Snowmobile use on the 
CTCE primarily serves to connect snowmobile routes from the west and south to the north. 
Minimal snowmobile use occurs on the CTCE to access and enjoy other winter activities on the 
property.” 

If DEC is unable to demonstrate a demand exists for this kind of riding experience, then 
the proposal to open Jakes Pond Road and Sand Pond Road to snowmobiles seems to serve no 
purpose. In other words, it provides no benefit to the riding community, while doing harm to the 
wilderness experience, as we will demonstrate below. 
 
2. Diminishment of wilderness values: The RMP states that because the snowmobile use of these 
two roads is expected to be light, this action “would be unlikely to significantly increase impacts on 
the … western Pepperbox Wilderness.” While we agree with DEC’s assessment to the extent that 
we do not foresee heavy snowmobile usage of these two roads, we once more draw the opposite 
conclusion from this statement. 

Wilderness impacts do not have to be “significant” to be undesirable. From our 
perspective, any increase in impacts to the Pepperbox, however small, is a diminishment in its 
wilderness character. In this case, the impact being considered is the intrusion into the natural 
soundscape of the Pepperbox Wilderness on two dead-end roads that approach its boundary; by 
allowing snowmobiles to operate closer to the protected wilderness zone, the area where only 
natural sounds may be observed will become correspondingly smaller. This is an outcome that 
must be avoided. 
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A sound management plan should seek to mitigate impacts, not increase them – even by 
small amounts. We are aware of no state land management guideline that differentiates between 
“significant” and “insignificant” impacts, or provides a measurable way to tell the difference. 
Indeed, the implications of the RMP’s proposal – that because the action being considered “would 
be unlikely to significantly increase impacts,” it is therefore justifiable — seem to contradict the 
Adirondack Park State Land Master Plan, which states: 

 
If there is a unifying theme to the master plan, it is that the 
protection and preservation of the natural resources of the state 
lands within the Park must be paramount. Human use and 
enjoyment of those lands should be permitted and encouraged, so 
long as the resources in their physical and biological context as well 
as their social or psychological aspects are not degraded. 

 
The point is that an increase in impacts, however “insignificant,” is still an increase, and a 

degradation of the wilderness soundscape is still a degradation, no matter how small. There is no 
threshold that forgives an increase in impacts if it is just a small one. 

We see no issue with permitting the continued use of the Main Haul Road as a 
snowmobile trail, as this condition was already established when the Pepperbox Wilderness 
boundary was first expanded in 2000. However, the opening of additional routes leading to the 
wilderness boundary constitutes a new use that the RMP cannot adequately justify, but would 
negatively impact the wilderness quality of nearby state lands. 
 
3. Increased likelihood of snowmobile trespass: The western Adirondack region is one that 
possesses few natural barriers to motorized trespass, such as steep terrain or thick undergrowth. 
Barriers are often easily circumvented, and signs are conveniently ignored. When a snowmobile is 
illegally operated in a wilderness area, this is the “ultimate impact” in terms of the enjoyment of all 
visitors who follow; the silence is shattered, and the tracks may remain for days or weeks. The 
wilderness visitor will be frustrated, knowing that enforcement of the state’s regulations will be 
highly unlikely. 

Yes, we concur that trespass is an enforcement issue, and does not automatically flow from 
an administrative action by DEC. However, in our observation the Department could do more to 
help its own case by providing greater separation between motorized corridors and protected areas, 
especially in remote areas that are difficult to patrol. By permitting snowmobile access directly to 
the wilderness boundary, a small number of individuals will certainly choose to help themselves to 
a joy ride on the protected lands that lie beyond whatever barrier DEC may erect. 

Our concern is that Jakes Pond would become especially vulnerable to illegal usage. The 
trail from the south, which is effectively the unimproved continuation of Jakes Pond Road, crosses 
terrain that is nearly level, with no natural impediments to snowmobiling. Because the wilderness 
entry point is located several miles from the nearest plowed road, DEC’s ability to enforce the 
wilderness boundary would be minimal, from a practical perspective. 

The wiser action, therefore, is to not create a situation that would tempt riders to trespass 
in the Pepperbox Wilderness. In our observation, instances of snowmobile trespass at Jakes Pond 
are currently rare to nonexistent, and this is the condition that should be perpetuated. However, 
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snowmobile trespass on wilderness trails is an issue known to occur at comparable sites across the 
Adirondack Park, especially where trails or access roads approach a wilderness boundary at a place 
with no ranger presence or natural barriers. We see no value in manufacturing another such 
“enforcement issue” at Jakes Pond, especially given the vague and unsupported management goals 
articulated by this RMP. 

 
Conclusion 
We would prefer to see the proposals to open Jakes Pond Road and Sand Pond Road to 
snowmobiles removed from the final RMP. In our analysis, there is no justification for these 
actions, making the expected impacts and illegal use of the Pepperbox Wilderness all the more 
unfortunate if they were to be realized. 

By the RMP’s own admission there is little demand for the type of access these proposals 
would provide, but there would be an increase in impacts in the wilderness soundscape, however 
“insignificant.” Any diminishment of wilderness values, even if it is small or limited in scope, is 
still a diminishment; and if the proposed action impairs the ability of people to experience 
remoteness and solitude in an area protected specifically to preserve those qualities, the action 
should be reconsidered. 

Thank you for your attention to our ideas and concerns. 
 
Regards, 
 

 
Bill Ingersoll 
Chair, Adirondack Wilderness Advocates 
William.Ingersoll@outlook.com 


