Uneasy riders

Mountain bikers
run 1o some
1new roadblocks

BY BILL MEAGHER AND
PETER SEIDMAN

ountain bikers say
‘[l thev'Te feeling the chill
of a cold shoulder these

days. Whether it’s Barbara
Boxer’s California Wild Heritage
Accor the Tamalpais
Conservation Club’s objections
te the state parks department’s
plans to create two new trails,
one message is coming through
loud and clear for the two-wheel
ser: Find someplace else to ride.
Marin’s favorite senator will
introduce a bill soon that would
place the highest federal protec-
tion designation—wilderness—
on 2.5 milhon acres of publicly
owned land, mostly in Central
and Southern California. A smor-
gasbord of federal agencies,
including the U.S, Forest
_Service, the Bureau of Land
Management and the National
Park Service;, currently manages
the land. The wilderness desig-
nation allows public use of the
land for fishing, hiking and back-

packing, horseback riding, rock
climbing, camping, canoeing and
rafting, and cross-country skiing.
Mountain biking, however, is
forbidden—it is bannéd in all
federal wilderness areas. Along .
with the federal wilderness des-
ignation comes a prohibition
against vehicles, including cars,
trucks, snowmobiles, motorey-
cles and bikes. The only excep-
tions tothe law include forest-
service vehicles, firefighting
trucks and emergency vehicles.

-~ Closer to home, mountain bik-

ers are finding themselves at
odds with the venerable
Tamalpais Conservation Club,
an organization founded in 1912
for the purpose of ensuring that
Marin's signature mountain
remains unspoiled. The prob-
lem, at least from the mountain
bikers’ perspective, is that the
Conservation Club 1s protesting
the California Department of
Parks and Recreation plans to
turn two fire roads, Coastal and
Lene Tree roads, into relatively
narrow multi-use trails. The
Conservation Club is concerned

_ ~that the trails will be too narrow

to adequately accommodate
everyone, and that mountain
bikers essentally will chase away
hikers, joggers and equestrians

unwilling to share space with any

Kamikaze-like riders. And the

mountain-bike community is
concerned that the Conservation
Club’s protests eventually will
ban them from using the new
muin-use trails, giving them less
access to the mountain than they
now have, Access for mountain
bikers has been a contentious
issue for decades, Even though
the majority of riders on the
mountain have been polite and
considerate, the tension between
the equestrian, hiker and jogger
community, and the mountain-
bike community has at times
been palpable.

Both sides of the mountain-
bike access issue agree on one
thing; the planning processes that
are leading to new regulations are
unfair and possibly illegal.

The Bush administration has
been attempting to roll back envi-
renmental regulation since taking
office, and on the surface of

things it seems as if Boxer's bill is -

4 bit our of place, But the sena-
tor’s depury director, Tom
Bohigian, says, “The senator has
a strong record on a wide variery
of environmental 1ssues, and this
plan pre-dates President Bush’s
election, The wilderness designa-
tion is the highiest degree of pro-
tecrion we can give land and it
will forever keep these lands
open to most recreational uses
continued on page 6
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continied from page 5

and protect the land from development
and other uses.” Development as well as
logging and dritling for oil or gas are prohib-
ired on land with a wilderness designation,
It also would ban mounrain bikers.
Contrary to popular opinion—at least
according to Boxer's Web site—not all
knobby-tire disciples think that’s such a
bad thing, Her Web site states that
Boxer's bill enjoys the support of at least
some mountain bikers and includes a link
to a Chico-based organization called
Mountain Bikers for Wilderness, Feartured
“on her Web site is a letter from.the organi-
zation supporting Boxer’s bill, even
though it would effectively shut the door
to mountain bikes across 2.5 million acres
of land, including some national parks, .
Some major mountain-bike advocacy
groups, including the Southern California
branch of the International Mountain
Biking Asseciation, are infuriated that
Boxer has featured the link to Mountain
Bikers for Wilderness and included the
letter on her site. Another group objecting
o Boxer’s information campaign is called
the Warriors Soctety, which claims
Boxer’s office Is using a phony organiza-
tion to support her bill. Chris Vargas of
the Warriors Sociery says Mountain
Bikers for Wilderness was formed as 2
political tactic to make it look as though
Boxer's bill has supportin the mountain
biking community, and Boxer's staff
knew the group wasn’t legitimate,
Members of Bikers for Wilderness

acknowledge that they are not an organiza-
tion in the formal sense but rather an infor-
mal group of people who ride together.
Don Massie, who speaks for the group, savs
the riders learned about Boxer's bill, dis-
cussed the issue and then formed Bikers for
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Wikderness, which sent the letter 1o Boxer’s
office supporting her bill. Massie savs the
wilderness designation is important enough
to elicit support, even chough it might
testrict mountain-bike access. Boxer's office
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continued from page 6

never approached either the informal group
of riders or later the Bikers for Wilderness to
solicit suppore, Massie mainrains, It was
entirelv a local initative, he says.

Speaking for Boxer, Bohigian says nei-
ther the senator nor her staff went hunting
for endorsements from the mounrain-bike
comrunity, regardless of whether an orga-
nization was “formal” or “informal.” It’s not
- beyond belief, he says, that some bikers
would support Boxer's bill on their own.

Abbv Minot, an officer with the Marin
Bicvele Trails Council; says she initially
supported Boxer's bill but has changed
her position. “I come from a backpacking
background, so the idea of protecting land
makes sense 1o me,” she says. “Bur then I
began looking ar some of the motivations
of the supporgers, who really want to keep
bikes out, who have a different agenda,
that’s whén I changed my mind.”

While Minot savs she has turned
against Boxer's bill, she has even more
trouble with the Tamalpais Conservation
Club’s fatest moves, which she savs could
wind up keeping mountain bikes from
using the two new trails on Mount Tam,
“Soroetimes vou just get tired of moun-
tain bikers being demonized,” she savs,

The Conservation Club says it’s not
demonizing anvone, but it legitimately
objects to the state's plan to change the
rwo fire roads info multi-use trails because
the state failed to give proper public
notice about the proposed project.

~ Although the state Department of
Parks and Recreanion held a public meet-
ing last November to describe the project
and rake comments, the agency failed to
notify a number of key organizations
about the process. In addidon to leaving
the Conservation Club out of the loop, the
state failed to contact the Sierra Club
Marizn, the Mount Tamalpais Interpretive
Association, the Alpine Club, the Marin
Auduben Sociery, the Marin Conservation
League, the Marin Horse Council and the
Bay Area Trails Preservarion Council,
Dave Bovd, a senior ecologist with the
Department of Parks and Recreation, says
the agency made the mistake of using an
outdared mailing list to nortify che public
about the process, and no one intentional-
Iy excluded the Conservation Club or anv
other organization.

Larry Minikes of the Conservation
Club says he and his fellow members
don’t buy the explanation Boyd is selling,
“We have been working with the state for
too long for them to simply forget to let us
know about a project or 2 meeting,’
Minikes says, The Conservation Club is
serious about its objections and has hired
local environimental attorney Dotty
LeMieux, who alse happens to be the
president of the Marin Sierra Club,

Since she went to work for the
Conservation Club, LeMieux has been
busy filing complaints with the state, rang-
ing from the charge that the state failed o
nronerly ler the nnhhie lerawe abaige rlhe

Conservation Club. Mountain bikers
might take at least a little comfort in
Boyd’s statement supperting a continued

mult-use philosophy for the new trails,

even if thev are narrower than the current
fire roads they would replace: “We are the
recreation department, and when it makes
sense we try to make our parks as avail-
able to as many different tvpes of uses as
possible. In this case, we don't feel thar
we can exclude any uses from the trails.”
But Minikes and the Conservation
Club seem unwilling to back down—or
move over—and et mountain bikers have
access to the two new trails without a
fight, “All you have to do is take a lock at
China Camp [State Park] since they have
had muidi-use trails,” he savs, “l am out
there, and the traditional users like run-
ners, hikers and equestrians have left to
find other trails because there are so many
mountain bikes. People do not feel as

. comfortable as they once did at China

Camp, and we are afraid the state is not
being realistic about the outcome of
putting narrower trails on Mount Tam.”

Minot of the Marin Bicyele Trails
Council agrees that many mountain bikers
use the trails in China Camp, but so do
other users. “1 still see hikers there,
though maybe not many horses.” Bovd
backs that assertion and says hikers and
runners are still using China Camp in big
numbers, according to park rangers.

But the Conservation Club maintains
that comparing China Camp to what might
happen on Mount Tam is misleading.
Among the objections the club submitred
to the state is this: “Ir is a virtual cemainty
Bike Magazine and other publicarions and
a vatiery of mountain bike-based websites
would publish photos and written com-
menrary with the intent of advertising the
creation of two trails of less than 72 inches
in width in what is well known as the birth-
place of the mounrain bike...Completion
of this project in its current form virtually
will agsure a significant increase in antici-

" pated worldwide mountain bike use, there-

by creating a major new international
attraction to the property.”

Minot of the Bicycle Trails Council
believes the Conservation Club’s concern
that hérdes of international bikers will
flock to Mount Tam is unfounded. “The
two trails combined are less than 3 miles
long; nobody is going to travel a grear dis-
tance to ride such short trails. Most of the
people who ride are not that much differ-
ent than me, I'm _]USE rr\mg to keep my
48-year-old body in shape.”

Both Minikes and Minot chafe ac the
suggestion thac this spat over the use of
trails on Mount Tarn is just the latest
installment in a seemingly unending saga
of Marin hiker-biker feuds. “The only

- place people don't get along is at [public]

meetings,” says Minot “On the trails, I'm
always amazed at how polite hikers and
bikers are.” _

Minikes stops short of claiming some of
his best friends are bikers. “I ride. I'm out



too long for them to simply-forget to let us
know abourt a project or 2 meeting,”
Minikes savs. The Conservation Club is
serious about its objections and has hired
local environmental attorney Doty
LelMlicux, who also happens to be the
president of the Marin Sierra Club.

Since she went to work for the
Conservation Club, LeMicux has been
busy filing complaints with the state, rang-
ing from the charge that the state failed o
properly let the public know about the
project to the Conservation Club’s belief
that the state has based the project on
false or nonexistent data and a claim that
the project requires an environmentral
impact report.

Ecologist Bovd says the state s still
reviewing the objections submitted by the

4o-year-oid body i shape.

Both Minikes and Minot chafe at the
suggestion that this spac over the use of
trails on Mount Tam is just the latest
installment in a seemingly unending saga
of Marin hiker-biker feuds. “The only
place people don't get along is at [public]
meetings,” says Minot. “On the trails, 'm
always amazed at how pohte hikers and
bikers ate.”

Minikes stops short of claiming some of
his best friends are bikers. “I ride, 'm out
there myself, so I don't have a problem

* with mountain bikers, My problem is with

how the state has handled this so far, and
the fact that the narrow multl-use trails are
not good for everyone.”

Contact the writers at meagher_séid-
man@yahoo.com,
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