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The Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie (MBS) National Forest is among the most visited national forests in the country.  

With more than 2,500 miles of roads, the MBS road system provides access to trails, campgrounds, rivers, 

timber and other recreational, commercial and non-commercial activities.  Although the extensive road 

network provides access to far reaches of the forest, it is too large for the Forest Service to maintain at current 

levels, given budgetary trends.   The Travel Management Act of 2005 requires national forests to develop a 

strategy for designating a road system that can be managed sustainably in years to come.  The MBS 

Sustainable Roads Planning Process began in 2014 to gather public input about the road system and to better 

understand the destinations and roads people value and use.   

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT APPROACH 

There were three components to the public engagement process.  Public meetings were held in communities 

near the MBS national forest.   An online questionnaire provided another opportunity for input.  And, people 

provided comments on the blog-site or sent letters describing their views about the forest road system.  This 

report summarizes information collected from community meetings and the online questionnaire.  The 

Sustainable Roads public engagement process had three primary goals: 

 Inform people about the Sustainable Roads Strategy and the Travel Management Rule of 2005. 

 Provide an opportunity for people to talk about their uses and priorities for forest roads. 

 Generate spatial information about public uses and priorities to inform the Sustainable Roads Strategy. 

 

Community Meetings 

A “dry-run” meeting took place in May 2013 with 22 volunteer 

members of the Sustainable Roads Cadre.1  Community meetings were 

held from June to November 2013.  In total, 284 people participated 

(See Table 1).  Meeting times varied to maximize participation.  

Meeting size ranged from 22 to 52, with an average of 31 participants.   

Community meetings featured two components:  (1) mapping activity 

where participants marked priority forest destinations and the roads 

they valued and used; and (2) group discussion about challenges and 

opportunities related to changes in the size of the road system. 

Participants also completed a short demographic questionnaire 

including questions about the frequency of forest visits, use of forest 

roads, and forest management.   Meetings lasted roughly 2.5 hours.             

 
1The Sustainable Roads Cadre is a group of 45 organizations that 

collaborated with the MBS National Forest in support of the public 

engagement process.  
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Meeting Participants 

Meeting participants were predominantly male 

(74%), who have lived in Washington for an 

average of 36 years.  The average age of 

meeting participants was 55. (Washington 

State average is 36 years).   Nearly half (45%) 

participated as official agency representatives.  

Participants reflected a broad range of 

education and income levels.  (Tables 2 and 3.)     

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Participants were quite familiar with the MBS National Forest road system.   More than 97% had driven US 

Forest Service roads.  When asked about frequency of use, 33% traveled on USFS roads once each week or 

more (Figure 2).  Another 35% 

traveled on USFS roads 2-3 times 

each month.  In addition, 70% of 

participants used forest roads to 

drive for pleasure, with no 

particular destination in mind.  Of 

those who drive for pleasure, 18% 

visited forest roads once each 

week or more.  Finally, 60% drive 

on USFS roads for purposes of 

going to work or volunteering.   

Among those, 24% did so once 

each week or more.    

Table 3– Household Incomes, Community Meetings (n=262) 

 
Table 2– Education Level, Community Meetings (n=276) 

Figure 2– Frequency of Road Use in the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest (n=281) 

Table 1–  Community Meetings 
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Public Engagement Mapping Activity 

Participants gathered around tables with two facilitators.  Two maps on each table featured the northern and 

southern segments of the MBS National Forest.  Each person received a worksheet, a highlighter pen, and 

matching colored dot stickers.   The worksheet posed the questions:   What are the eight places on the MBS 

that you like to visit?  For each place indicated:  Why is this destination important to you? What activities do 

you do there?  How often do you visit this destination?  What kind of vehicle do you use to travel there?  

Participants placed a dot sticker on an MBS National 

Forest map for each destination noted.  They used a 

highlighter pen to trace the route they travel to reach 

that destination.  All of the data were carefully digitized 

by the study team.  

The MBS National Forest has 2,500 miles of roads.  Of 

these, 1,798 miles (72%) were mapped by at least one 

meeting participant, and 1,469 miles (59%) were marked 

by two or more participants.  A density map was created 

based on the number of times a destination was 

mentioned in all community meetings combined.  Road density data also appears on that map (Figure 4).   

 

Destinations 

High-density destinations and roads tended to be located in the northern half of the forest, with participants 

most frequently mapping sites near Mt. Baker and the Mountain Loop Highway.   Nearly two-thirds of meeting 

participants lived north of King County, which could partially explain the emphasis on the northern section.  

High-density destinations included:  

 Twin Lakes and Hannegan Pass northeast of Mt. Baker  

 Glacier Creek/Heliotrope Ridge on Mt. Baker’s northwestern flank  

 Schreibers Meadows on Mt. Baker’s southern slopes  

 North Fork Sauk River (upper reaches near Sloan Creek)  

 
Several sites in the northern half of the forest had medium density values:  

 Canyon Creek 

 Skyline Divide  

 Artist Point/Heather Meadows  

 Trailheads for Mt. Shuksan and Mt. Pilchuck 

 Access points to Glacier Peak Wilderness (Illabot and Cascade River Roads) 

 East side of the Sauk River  

 Monte Cristo near Barlow Pass 

 

“High-density” destinations are 

indicated on the map in dark 

blue.  Density level is 

determined based on the 

number of times a site is 

identified.  “Medium-density” 

destinations appear in lighter 

blue.   Pale-blue  markings are 

considered ‘low-density.’ 
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In the southern part of the MBS National Forest, none of the mapped destinations were high-density (dark 

blue).  Frequently mapped destinations in the south included:   

 Humpback Mountain/Hansen Creek 

 Green Divide/Naches Pass 

 Blanca Lake  

 Dingford Creek/Goldmyer area 

 Evans Creek 

 

Roads 

Roads with a large number of overlaps (81 to 

104) were concentrated in the northern part of 

the forest: 

 Mountain Loop Highway (FR 20) 

 Suiattle River Road (FR 26) 

 

Other roads mentioned frequently (51 to 80 

overlaps) include: 

 Schreiber’s Meadows (FR 13) 

 Glacier Creek Road (FR 39) 

 Sloan Creek Road (FR 49) 

 Beckler Road  (FR 65) 

 Greenwater Road  (FR 70) 

 

  
What do we mean by overlaps?   The number of “overlaps” refers to the 

number of times a road was colored on the map by a meeting participant.   

 Ivory roads featured on the maps were mentioned at least once.  

 Yellow roads were mapped 2 to 10 times.   

 Light orange roads were mapped 11 to 20 times.   

 Medium-orange roads were mapped 21-50 times.  

 Dark-orange roads were mapped 51-80 times.  

 Red roads were mapped more than 80 times. 

 

RESEARCH NOTE: Breaks for the destination density 

classes were determined by the “Jenks statistical 

method,” better known as 'natural breaks'.  The 

method finds natural groupings inherent in the data 

that maximize the differences between classes.  
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Figure 4 – Destination and road densities for the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest 

District 
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District Destination and Road Densities  
 

We used data from all of the workshops to develop road and destination density maps for each of the four 

Ranger Districts on the MBS National Forest.  District-level maps show where high density values for 

destinations and roads exist within each district, independently of the density values for the entire forest.   

Mt. Baker Ranger District (Figure 5):  

Destinations:   Locations with high density values in the Mt. Baker Ranger District were largely concentrated 

around Mt. Baker and Mt. Shuksan.  Heliotrope Ridge, Schreibers Meadows, and Hannegan Pass were most 

frequently mapped.  Sites with moderately high values included access points to the Mt. Baker Wilderness at 

the end of the Canyon Creek and Twin Lakes roads, Artist Point/Heather Meadows, and the Skyline Divide area 

off Deadhorse Road.    

Roads:  Popular roads on the Mt. Baker Ranger District included:  Glacier Creek Road and Schreibers Meadows 

Road (51 and 70 overlaps).  Roads with 21 to 50 overlaps included: Canyon Creek, Twin Lakes, Hannegan, 

Deadhorse, Wells Creek, Loomis-Nooksack, Mid-Fork Nooksack, Baker Lake Road, Cascade River, Sibley Creek, 

Illabot, Finney-Cumberland, and Selegsen Roads.   

Darrington Ranger District (Figure 6):  

Destinations:   Only one destination, the upper reaches of the Suiattle River, fell into the high-density 

category.  Other noted areas included: Rat Trap Pass/Circle Peak, Upper Decline Creek, North Fork Sauk 

Falls/Bedal Peak, and the upper reaches of the North Fork Sauk River (Sloan Peak/North Fork Sauk 

Trailhead/Bald Eagle Curry Gap).   

Roads:  Roads with 81-104 overlaps include: Suiattle River Road, North Fork Sauk River Road, and Mountain 

Loop Highway.  Other popular routes included: Dan’s Creek Road, South Side Suiattle River Road, Straight 

Creek Road, and lower portion of Selegsen Road (51 to 80 overlaps).  

Skykomish Ranger District (Figure 7):  

Destinations:  The Blanca Lake area was the only high-density destination on the Skykomish Ranger District.  

Other popular destinations included:  Beckler Peak, the Lake Dorothy and West Fork Foss Trailheads, providing 

access into the Alpine Lakes Wilderness; Tonga Ridge; and, the North Fork of the Skykomish near Galena.   

Roads:  Beckler Road and the road along the North Fork of the Skykomish River, which together form a loop 

connecting Index and Skykomish, was most commonly marked on the Skykomish Ranger District (21 to 51 

overlaps).  The Rapid River Road and Foss River Road were also popular (11-20 overlaps). 

Snoqualmie Ranger District (Figure 8):  

Destinations:  On the Snoqualmie Ranger District, people popular areas included:  Humpback Mountain, the 

Green Divide/Naches Pass area, and Evans Creek.  Other popular destinations included:  the upper reaches of 

the Middle Fork of the Snoqualmie River, Snoqualmie Pass/Snow Lake, Huckleberry Ridge and Coral Pass.  

Roads:  Greenwater Road (51-69 overlaps), was the most frequently marked road on the Snoqualmie Ranger 

District.  Other popular roads were the Middle Fork of the Snoqualmie, Goldmyer Road, and Humpback Road.    
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Figure 5 – Destination and road densities for the Mt. Baker Ranger District 
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Figure 6 – Destination and road densities for the Darrington Ranger District 
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Figure 7 – Destination and road densities for the Skykomish Ranger District 
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Figure 8 – Destination and road densities for the Snoqualmie Ranger District 
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Activity Destination and Road Densities  
 

Participants indicated the activities they engaged in for each destination they mapped. Table 4 shows the 

eight activity categories used in the analysis, as well as the major activities included in and the number of 

destinations associated with each category.  Although most people listed no more than two activities for a 

given location, some people listed up to six different activities for certain destinations.    

Table 4 – Activity categories and example activities  

     
Note:   Percentages total more than 100 because participants marked multiple activities per dot.  

 
Diversity of Activities 

 
Knowing which destinations and roads serve a wide variety of forest visitors also is important.  Figure 9  shows 

the roads with the greatest diversity of use using a diversity index.2  A diversity index does not measure how 

much a road is used, but rather assesses the variety of uses associated with that road.  Red roads provide 

access to destinations reflecting a wide diversity of use.  Green and turquoise roads indicate lower diversity.  

Some roads may be high density, but low diversity.  

 2 An inverted Simpson Index was used to take into account the variety and distribution of responses. 
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Figure 9– Diversity of Activities  
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1. Reduced access (fire management, 
search & rescue, cultural sites, 
backcountry use, seniors) 

2. Economic impacts to local communities 
3. Crowding and over-use of remaining 

roads 
4. Increased habitat for fish and wildlife 
5. Reduced revenues for forest products 

and tourism industries 
6. Loss of public support for national forests 

Table Discussions 

Table groups gathered for facilitated discussions around three critical 

questions.  The purpose was to engage the group around the future of 

the national forest road system.    

 What are the consequences of a reduced road system?  

 What criteria should the US Forest Service use to prioritize roads? 

 What strategies, ideas, or opportunities could help adapt to 

changes? 

Table facilitators recorded results on flip charts.  Participants voted for 

their top three responses and facilitator tracked votes using dot 

stickers.  Participants were brought back together to report their top-

three responses to the full group session.   Responses of priority topics 

were tallied by the research team.  The summary below looks at the 

high-priority topics mentioned by all table groups in each of the eight 

public engagement sessions.   

Consequences 

Groups discussed the implications of a reduced road system on the natural environment and on communities, 

livelihoods, and personal use of the national forest. The most common response was a concern about reduced 

maintenance and road closures resulting in limited 

forest access.  For some it meant reduced access to the 

backcountry and wilderness. The public also was 

concerned about access to remote locations for 

emergency services and fire management.  Others 

mentioned access for seniors and special needs 

populations.   

Participants discussed potential economic impacts to 

local communities and concern for local industries and 

businesses, including both tourism and forest products. 

Others noted the potential for crowding and over-use of 

accessible roads and trails.   Some also noted the 

potential ecological benefits for fish and wildlife habitat 

associated with a smaller road system.  And, the ability to 

access the forest has implications for public support for 

national forests.   
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1. Volunteer brigades  for roads maintenance 
(“adopt-a-road” programs) 

2. Charge fee for forest road use, (i.e., Northwest 
Forest “Road Pass” Program) 

3. Require commercial users pay for roads (e.g., 
timber companies, outfitter-guides) 

4. Convert roads to trails or reduce maintenance 
levels  

5. Develop local collaborative groups to maintain road 
segments 

6. Work with partners to search for grants and 
available transportation funds 

 

Criteria 

Group members also were asked what criteria they think would be important to consider when deciding how 

to prioritize roads to maintain at current levels.    Meeting participants wanted the MBS to think about not 

only what roads receive the highest volume of use, but also the roads that support the greatest diversity of 

human activities.   Participants were keen for the MBS to consider how changes in road prioritization might 

affect local communities, businesses, and access to places used by local residents for gathering forest products 

for household use (firewood, berries, etc.).  Other 

criteria suggested were maintenance costs, 

ecological factors (protecting habitat), and the 

potential for roads to be used to create loops and 

enhance connectivity for both standard and high-

clearance vehicles. 

 

Strategies 

The most commonly mentioned strategy among all of the public engagement sessions involved a volunteer 

program whereby groups of citizens or organizations could work together to maintain road segments with 

training and guidance from Forest Service 

officials.  These ‘adopt-a-road’ programs could 

take many forms and be developed strategically 

so that connecting segments could be 

maintained.  Others preferred a user fee format, 

where individual users pay for road maintenance 

as part of a pass program and commercial users 

also pay for maintenance of road segments used.   

 

 

Some shared a desire to convert roads to trails or to allow 

roads to remain open at lower maintenance levels for off-

highway vehicle and other use.  Participants also had an 

interest in developing a collaborative effort to manage a 

designated road system near their community to allow local 

forest access for hunting, fishing, firewood, and other public 

uses.  Finally, many participants urged the agency and 

partners to look for sources of funding to maintain forest 

roads at or near current levels.     
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Online Questionnaire 

An online questionnaire was provided to engage people who could not attend a community meeting and to 

allow multiple opportunities for input to the Sustainable Roads planning process.3  The questionnaire was 

designed to mirror the public engagement sessions and was active from May to November 2013.  

Online Respondents 

There were 1,543 actual respondents to 

the questionnaire, although 1,776 initially 

logged on.  The questionnaire could be 

accessed by an IP address multiple times. 

(We estimate 90 duplicates.)   Among 

those who responded, 37 had also 

attended at a community meeting.  No 

data were excluded from this analysis. 

The online form elicited information from residents of 20 states.  Many respondents were from King County 

(42%) and Snohomish County (22%).  They were predominantly male (71%), with an average age of 51 years 

and had spent 32 years living in the area.  Just 4% of respondents officially represented an organization or 

agency.  Participants represented a broad range of education and income levels.  (Tables  5 and 6.) 

 

 

Online respondents were experienced 

with the MBS road system.  Nearly 96% 

had driven US Forest Service roads. 

When asked about frequency of use, 

17% traveled on FS roads once each 

week or more (Figure 10).  Another 35% 

traveled on FS roads 2-3 times each 

month. More than 38% reported use of 

forest roads for travel to work or a 

volunteer site.   In addition, 55% used 

forest roads to drive for pleasure.  Of 

those, 10% visited at least once weekly.   

 
3 The questionnaire was hosted by the 

Washington Trails Association.  

Table 5–  Education Levels, Online Survey  (n=1016) 
Table 6– Income Levels, Online Survey (n=911) 

Figure 10–  Frequency of Road Use in the MBS National Forest (n=1529) 
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Priority Forest Destinations and Roads 

Questionnaire respondents listed up to eight destinations that were important to them.  For each destination, 

they described the activities they took part in, the importance or value of that destination, the frequency of 

visitation, and the means of transportation.  Next, respondents were asked to identify roads used to get to the 

destination.  A total of 898 respondents identified at least one forest destination and 457 described at least 5 

destinations. Only 170 respondents actually filled in all 8 destinations.  In total, nearly 4,000 destination 

entries were entered by 898 individuals, or about 4.4 destinations per respondent.   

While the questions were similar to the community meetings, the data cannot be considered equal.  With the 

community meetings, participants linked their worksheet data to places on maps and facilitators helped them 

to navigate the maps – linking destinations with roads.  With the online tool, respondents provided road 

names or numbers associated with destinations.  There were many challenges with this online information.  

The spatial analysis team could not locate all of the destinations listed due to use of idiosyncratic names or 

non-specific locations (e.g., “Skykomish River” or “Alpine Lakes Wilderness.”)  Thus, many “orphan” 

destinations remained unmapped.  In addition, the road names and numbers entered often did not match the 

destinations they were presumed to access.  While these were included in the tally for the density maps, it is 

not verifiable that the roads named were the actual roads the respondent wished to indicate.   

Destination Density 

Two maps were created based on analysis of the online data.  Figure 11 shows the top destinations mentioned 

in the online questionnaire, with the size of the dot indicating the higher density of mentions.  A review of the 

map shows that the high-density destinations (177 or more) tend to be in the Mt. Baker Ranger District.  

Medium-density destinations (48-177) were found primarily in the Mt. Baker and Darrington Ranger Districts.  

Destinations mentioned 26-48 times were found throughout forest, but especially in the Skykomish and 

Snoqualmie Ranger Districts.  Also featured on the map are the top destinations mentioned in the public 

engagement sessions, which may be viewed for comparison.  There were many overlaps of the popular areas, 

including Snoqualmie Pass, Mt. Pilchuck, Schreiber’s Meadows, and Sauk Mountain.   

Road Density 

Figure 12 shows frequently-mentioned roads from the questionnaire (in red).  Roads in blue were mentioned 

in the community meetings, while purple roads were identified in both.  Again, we use caution in making 

comparisons because of problems with the validity of the online roads data.  Many of the same road segments 

were identified by both groups.  It is interesting to note that the community meeting participants identified 

several longer segments of roads while online questionnaire respondents noted shorter spurs or road 

segments.  Again, this was largely due to the way these data were collected. 
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Figure 11– Top 28 Forest Destinations for Online Questionnaire 
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Figure 12–Top Forest Roads for Online Questionnaire 
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Open-Ended Responses 

Open-ended questions were designed to facilitate more detailed input about the future of the national forest 

road system.   These questions garnered responses from nearly 60% of online participants.  Online 

respondents were asked to comment on the potential consequences of a reduced road system on themselves, 

the environment and local communities.   They were then asked to discuss strategies and solutions. 

How might the shrinking of the national forest road system affect you? (n=957) 

 Access to public lands.  The vast majority of respondents 796 (83%) mentioned access and concerns about lack 

of access to forest lands if the road system was reduced.  Many of these responses reflected on the physical, 

psychological, educational and spiritual benefits that are realized by access to wildlands.  

 Access for special populations.  Several respondents (3%) noted concerns about equity for the disabled, elderly 

and children as a primary concern.   

What might be the implications of road closures for the natural environment? (n=836) 

 Benefits to aquatic and wildlife habitat.   Several respondents 247 (30%) indicated that shrinking the road 

system would benefit aquatic life, increase habitat connectivity or improve air quality.  Many balanced their 

acknowledgement of beneficial environmental impacts with concerns over loss of public advocacy for wildlands.   

 Social conflicts.  Another 205 respondents (25%) cited social issues related to a reduced system, such as 

overcrowding and decreased opportunity for people to bond with the natural world as a potential negative 

impact on the environment.   

 Fire management.  Several respondents (9%) mentioned reduced fire management opportunity from a smaller 

road system. 

How might a reduced road system affect communities located near the national forest? (n=838) 

 Economic vitality of forest communities.   A high proportion of respondents 742 (89%) were concerned about the 

economic health of local communities with the possibility of a reduced road system.  They noted that forest use 

is a primary source of revenue for neighboring communities and forest industries provide local jobs.   

 Forest access for local residents.   In addition, 20 respondents (2.4%) cited social costs of a reduced road system, 

including lack of local mobility due to fewer routes and increased congestion on remaining routes. 

What are some ways that partners, communities, and other groups could get involved? (n=605) 

 Volunteerism and coalition-building.   A good portion of respondents (44%) suggested either volunteerism or 

coalition-building in support of USFS roads.  Several cited the model used by Washington Trails Association as an 

example that could be applied to roads.   Others suggested adopting the approach used by Friends of Public Use 

in Darrington, WA.   

 Communication.  Another 137 respondents (23%) indicated the need for increased communication with 

stakeholders, Congress, and the public about forest road.  Some (27 respondents) mentioned the importance of 

regular communication with legislators about the maintenance budget.   Others sought frequent communication 

from the US Forest Service so that they provide support through funds or volunteers.   

 Seek alternate funding.   Many respondents suggested sources of alternative funding that could be used to help 

support road maintenance efforts.  Some suggested working directly with partners and stakeholders to identify 

funding sources and apply for grants.   
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NEXT STEPS 

Sustainable Roads Strategy 

The Sustainable Road Strategy is meant to be a living guidance 

document, providing critical information to inform current and 

future road management decisions. This strategy will evolve as the 

Forest Service acquires new data about use, resources, or other 

critical factors. One unique aspect of the MBS Sustainable Roads 

Strategy is its grounding in information provided by the public 

through an innovative and extensive outreach and engagement process.  The MBS National Forest is 

committed to engaging various interests to ensure the strategy responds to local needs.   

Sustainable Roads Strategy Process Timeline 

The MBS planning team is in the process of comparing and integrating results and developing a strategy 

for sustainable roads management.  Results from the community meetings and online questionnaire are 

being shared with the public in July 2014.  In addition, field trips with forest officials, partners, and 

members of the public are being planned.  The MBS interdisciplinary team will integrate public use data 

with other information about the roads system and a draft  Sustainable Roads Strategy will be developed 

for circulation and comment in 2015.   

 

 
   

May – Dec  2013 March – Dec 2014 2015 & Beyond 

Research Partners 

The analysis, preparation, and presentation of results for this highlights report were completed by  a 

collaborative effort by members of the core study team that included Portland State University, the US 

Forest Service Pacific Northwest Research Station, the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest, The 

Wilderness Society, who funded a portion of the data analysis, and Washington Trails Association, who 

hosted the online survey.     

May – Dec  2013 March – Dec 2014 2015 & Beyond 


