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Megan Phillips 

Deputy Director, Planning 

Adirondack Park Agency 

Re: public comment on the topic of no material increase of road mileage on Wild Forest  

 

Dear Deputy Director Phillips: 

  

Adirondack Wilderness Advocates (AWA) appreciates the opportunity to submit public 

comments on the Adirondack Park Agency’s (APA’s) interpretation of the Adirondack Park 

State Land Master Plan (SLMP) Wild Forest basic guideline No. 4, specifically addressing these 

questions: 

1) What was the existing road mileage on lands classified as Wild Forest in 1972? What 

is the existing road mileage on lands classified as Wild Forest today? 

2) What constitutes a material increase in road mileage? 

3) Does CP-3 mileage meet the definition of a road in the SLMP and therefore require 

inclusion in the total Wild Forest road mileage calculation? 

 

AWA’s comments are consistent with our Official Policy on Motorized Recreation (available 

here: https://adirondackwilderness.org/about-policies-motorized-recreation/) and reflect our 

interest in protecting Wild Forest character and enhancing remoteness and solitude. 

Any interpretation of the SLMP’s stipulation “there will not be any material increase in mileage 

of roads” must incorporate the SLMP's broader limitation of motorized use and preservation of 

the essentially wild character of Wild Forest lands.  Road mileage is merely one of the ways to 

measure “no material increase” – which in itself has been misinterpreted, as applied in the 2008 

snowmobile guidance.  The intent of the authors of the SLMP was to halt the growth of 

motorized use, not simply the road mileage, in the forever wild Forest Preserve.  As such, AWA 

contends that this is only one aspect of the APA's responsibilities with respect to limiting 

motorized use and that only one of each of the alternatives – NMI Alternative 3 and Road 

Alternative 1 – advanced in the APA's proposal are consistent with the terms of SLMP and the 

constitutional “forever wild” law in which they are rooted. Furthermore, AWA does not believe 

that the proposed guidelines should be promulgated without a broader scope that defines and 

addresses other factors affecting the volume and impact of motorized activity in Wild Forest 

areas. 

  

https://adirondackwilderness.org/about-policies-motorized-recreation/
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AWA makes the following arguments in support of our position.   

 

1. The SLMP unambiguously places a priority on limiting motorized use in Wild Forest, and 

protecting remoteness and solitude, through the explicit requirement to preserve "Wild Forest 

character."  For example, there is this language on Recreational Use and Overuse in the Wild 

Forest section:  

 

"All types of recreational uses considered appropriate for wilderness areas are 

compatible with wild forest and, in addition, snowmobiling, motorboating and travel by 

jeep or other motor vehicles on a limited and regulated basis that will not materially 

increase motorized uses that conformed to the Master Plan at the time of its adoption in 

1972 and will not adversely affect the essentially wild character of the land are 

permitted." 

 

Thus, the ceiling of “no material increase” is not just about mileage, but motorized use and 

its effect upon Wild Forest character.  The APA’s public focus is better served by 

considering a reasonable interpretation of the meaning of “Wild Forest character” and using 

metrics that better measure it.   

 

In several places the SLMP speaks directly to the issue of appropriate locations for motorized 

use, with preference to travel corridors and borders of Wilderness and Wild Forest areas, 

avoiding motorized access to the heart of larger areas and thus preserving remoteness.  This 

suggests that remoteness is a useful metric.  AWA produced the following map during the 

Boreas classification process, which shows areas in the Adirondack Park that are more than 

three (3) miles from a road or snowmobile trail: 
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This map demonstrates the efficacy of using a geographic measure of remoteness, which is a 

core value in the SLMP – and a precious resource worldwide.  Remoteness, more than a 

simple measure of trail and road mileage, is a fundamental component of Wild Forest 

character. 



4 
 

On the other hand, road mileage is a difficult metric to gauge accurately and impossible to 

measure precisely.  In its memo, the APA has given calculations for Wild Forest road 

mileage in 1972, and at present.  Everyone who is well-versed in the Forest Preserve knows 

how many unofficial, illegal, even clandestine roads dot the Park.  The presence of these 

motorized corridors limit the precision and value of road mileage as a measure and means of 

constraining increased motorized use.  Meanwhile, whatever the mileage of roads in the 

Forest Preserve, there is no question that motorized use has greatly increased since 1972, and 

this increase constitutes a direct challenge to the preservation of environmental resources, 

remoteness and solitude. 

 

Additionally, AWA objects to one specific calculation choice incorporated into each of the 

tallies presented in the proposal: The mileage tallies account inconsistently for roads included 

in the Moose River Plains Camping Area, which is described in pp. 44-45 of SLMP. 

According to the proposed tallies, this mileage is counted for 1972 because at that time the 

23.5 mile road was classified as Wild Forest but excluded from current date tallies even 

though it remains an operational road. The rationale for treating it this way is that the road 

corridor has been reclassified – uniquely for a corridor running through the heart of a Wild 

Forest area – as an Intensive Use area. At the time the road was reclassified, several other 

roads were closed within the Moose River Plains Wild Forest and parts of the tract were 

designated Wilderness areas. These combined actions were adopted as a compromise with 

respect to motorized use of the Wild Forest area, eliminating activity in some areas and 

concentrating it in others. However, the tallies in the proposed action treat the Moose River 

Plains reclassification as if it had closed all the roads in the corridor. AWA believes that this 

choice is arbitrary and inconsistent with the SLMP's broad, absolute limitations on increased 

motorized use throughout the Wild Forest areas of the Adirondack Park. If the SLMP is 

amended to reclassify an area that was Wild Forest in 1972 to Intensive Use, the accounting 

for mileage and motorized use should be consistent over time. The mileage should either be 

excluded from both the 1972 and present day tallies or included in both. To do otherwise is to 

create an accounting gimmick that obscures ongoing motorized use that is clearly at odds 

with the forever wild purposes of the Forest Preserve and the balancing regime incorporated 

into the SLMP. 

 

2. The APA’s question #2 concerns the interpretation of the term “no material increase.”  There 

are three important points to make about this phrase.  First, as shown above, “no material 

increase” applies to motorized use, not just road mileage.  Second, “no material increase” 

over motorized use in 1972 is by very definition of the words an absolute measure, not a 

relative measure.  Some have advanced the argument that “no material increase” allows for 

an increase in motorized use proportional to the increase in Wild Forest lands since 1972.  

But there is no such provision anywhere in the SLMP, and nothing vague about the wording. 

“No material increase” means just that. Third, the determination in the 2008 snowmobile 
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guidance that mileage increases up to 14.7% do not constitute a material increase is 

mathematically indefensible.  There is no statistically valid interpretation by which 15% 

would not be considered a material numeric increase.  Put colloquially, it’s hard to imagine 

how a 14.7% raise in wages or salaries would be considered by any worker or employer as 

not being a “material increase.” Whatever the rationale for the 2008 snowmobile guidance, 

this percent must not be used as a basis for considering increases in Wild Forest roads. AWA 

therefore contends that the NMI Alternative 3 option, which stipulates that “no material 

increase” means less than 15%, is the only one consistent with the terms of the SLMP. 

  

3. AWA’s official policy is that a road is a road: motorized use is equal.  We do not distinguish 

between snowmobiles, ATVs, automobiles or any other form of motorized transportation.  

This policy is a rational basis for measuring and considering the impact of motorized use in 

the Forest Preserve, regardless of the purpose for it.  This reasoning becomes even more 

important as modes of motorized transportation proliferate now and into the future.  We 

already have seen the explosion of ATVs since 1972.  Now the electric revolution will bring 

a whole array of new motorized vehicles, from eBikes to electric ATV’s and more.  With the 

understanding that the SLMP considers snowmobiles as a separate and exceptional form of 

motorized transportation, this is an important time for the APA adopt the same policy, so that 

a uniform approach to protecting Wild Forest character prevails instead of a patchwork quilt 

that forms around different types of conveyances. 

 

4. AWA supports the Commissioners Policy #3 (CP3), allowing permit access on DEC 

administrative roads for members of the public with limited mobility.  However, per point 

#3, from AWA’s standpoint any “ways” used by the public for the purpose of motorized 

access are by SLMP definition roads, regardless of type of vehicle or use, and should be 

counted in any metrics, because SLMP does not permit motorized access on any other 

facility.  This is consistent with the SLMP, which explicitly describes the public use of roads. 

Because motor vehicle access is impermissible on trails, all CP3 routes must by definition be 

existing road and therefore be included in “no material increase” calculations. All other 

options are expressly prohibited by the SLMP. 

 

In conclusion, AWA welcomes the APA's effort to clarify the SLMP's provisions barring 

increased road mileage in the park as part of a broader clarification of all guidelines in service of 

limiting motorized use in Wild Forest areas as the SLMP requires. While AWA identifies certain 

alternatives in this proposal that are consistent with SLMP, it believes the APA and public would 

be better served by reviewing and developing guidelines that comprehensively address motorized 

use in the park.  AWA strongly suggests that the APA take this opportunity to return to its 

foundational mission, which is to be a regional planning agency, and focus instead on developing 

a robust policy on roads that is consistent with the letter and spirit of the SLMP.  Specifically, 

this policy must conform to the concept of “no material increase” in motorized use in Wild 
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Forest areas, with strong considerations for measuring and protecting remoteness and solitude, 

which are the cornerstone of Wild Forest character. 

 

Once again, our thanks for the opportunity to provide public comment. 

 

For Adirondack Wilderness Advocates, 

 
Pete Nelson 

Secretary  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


