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The story map and ultimately a Bitterroot National Forest, climbing management plan (CMP) will need 
to address access trails (sometimes called social trails) and staging areas. It is nearly always the case on 
Forest Service lands, especially on the BNF, that climbers must leave roads and inventoried trails to 
access climbing opportunities. In some instances, as climbers repeatedly access cliffs, crags and boulders 
impacts develop that need to be addressed with stewardship projects. Once climbers access cliffs they 
place their packs and climbing equipment on the ground and prepare to climb. Again, in some instances, 
with repeated use staging areas can experience impacts, such as loss of vegetation, soil compaction and 
erosion. The extent of impacts from access trails and staging areas depends on a combination of social 
and environmental factors, including the popularity of particular climbs in combination with the type of 
vegetation, soil, and surface on social trails and at staging areas. For example, a heavily used social trail 
or staging area that is on a stable rocky surface with little soil or vegetation will be highly resilient to 
impacts. However, heavily used areas with fragile vegetation and unstable surfaces can more quickly 
develop impacts that need to be addressed.    
 
Rock climbing is an increasingly popular recreational activity on Forest Service lands. As a consequence, 
some popular climbing destinations have developed impacts on access trials and at staging areas that 
have been, or are being, addressed with large-scale stewardship projects. Some notable examples are 
Lovers Leap, Eldorado National Forest; Washington Pass, Okanogan-Wenatchee; Rumney Mountain, 
White Mountain National Forest. However, the level of climbing activity at these popular climbing 
destinations is far greater than what is and is likely to occur on the BNF. This fact can be easily verified. 
The BNF is not currently, nor is it likely to become, a popular climbing destination. Due to the low levels 
of use and largely resilient surfaces, as will be explained, there is limited impacts on access trails and at 
staging areas. That said, there is one small area in need of a stewardship project, and it is important for 
the local climbing community and BNF managers to work together to mitigate impacts and to address 
impacts if they become significant.  
 
Until recently, compared to other recreation groups, climbers have not been well organized. However, 
over the last ten to fifteen years the Access Fund has served as a hub around which local climbing 
organizations (LCOs), like the Western Montana Climbers Coalition, have coalesced. Increasingly, with 
the aid of funding from the outdoor industry, the Access Fund and LCOs are cooperating with land 
managers on large and small stewardship projects. Below are three examples (with links to more 
information) of cooperative efforts between the Access Fund, LCOs and the Forest Service on major 
stewardship projects. 
  

• Liberty Bell, Washington Pass, Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest 
o “Climbers Restore Washington’s Liberty Bell Spires” 

• Lovers Leap, Eldorado National Forest 
o “Access Fund Conservation Team Tackles Dire Issues at Lover’s Leap” 

• Rumney Mountain, White Mountain National Forest  
o “Restore Rumney”  

 



For several years, the WMTCC has sought to work with BNF officials on a small stewardship project to 
rehabilitate and “harden” the staging area at the, “Tick Farm” in lower Mill Creek Canyon. This project 
would address an impacted area of approximately 600 ft2. Currently, this is the only area on the BNF 
with climbing related impacts that needs rehabilitation. The photographs below and Google Earth image 
show the area and its size. The impacts could easily be addressed by reinforcing the staging area with 
large rocks found in the area. This would stabilize the soil and move climbers closer to the cliff. This 
would reduce the size of the staging area and allow most of the area to revegetate.  
 
 

 

 



 
 
 
Even if levels of use increase, impacts on access trials and staging areas on the BNF is likely to be limited. 
The majority of existing and potential rock climbs on the BNF are accessed by ascending slopes that are 
largely covered with talus and scree; there is very little soil or vegetation to impact on these slopes. The 
exception is the small sport climbing area in lower Mill Creek, which, again, is in need of a stewardship 
project. This fact is illustrated in the photographs below of the two canyons where the majority of 
climbing on the BNG takes place.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
However, if impacts arise the Access Fund has a well-funded and active stewardship and conservation 
program that works with local climbing organization like the WMTCC. Climbers are organized and able to 
take responsibility for impacts by working with Forest Service land managers on stewardship project.  
(Please contact Ty Tyler (ty@accessfund.org), Stewardship Director, Access Fund for more information 
on the Access Fund’s conservation and stewardship program. The Access Fund, and the WMTCC as an 
affiliate organization, has an MOU with the USFS.)  
 
The work of the Access Fund and LCOs, like the WMTCC, can help the BNF pursue the USFS’s guiding 
principles, mission and vision for sustainable recreation.  
 

“Community engagement is essential for creating a sustainable recreation program. Our 
role is to serve as planners, facilitators, conveners, and collaborators, tapping the 
enormous energy and creativity of people in communities that care for and benefit from 
public lands, including both the private and public sectors.”  
United States Forest Service (2010), “Connecting People to the Great Outdoors, A 
Framework for Sustainable Recreation”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



The Access Fund’s stewardship director, Ty Tyler provided the following photographs of recent 
stewardship projects. 
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Examples of LCOs Working with the Forest Service on Stewardship Projects 
 
The Salt Lake Climbers Alliance is a model for LCOs working with the FS to manage the “climbing-
commons,” through stewardship projects and anchor replacement. The SLCA is working with the Forest 
Service on a multi-year, extensive stewardship project, Grit Mill Project in Little Cottonwood Canyon, as 
well as other large projects.  Here is video of a stewardship project between the Access Fund, Salt Lake 
Climbers Alliance (SLCA) and the Uinta National Forest: Ruth Lake Adopt a Crag . 
 
In Montana: The Southwest Montana Climbers’ Coalition scheduled six “trail days” this year.  
The Northwest Montana Climbers Coalitions has been working with Rexford Ranger District on the 
multi-year, “Stone Hill Trail Network Project”. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 
Examples of Climbing Management for Access Trials and Staging Areas 

 

The “South Platte Area Climbing Management Plan for Pike National Forest,” which was prepared in 
cooperation with The Access Fund and Pikes Peaks Climbers Alliance, provides guidelines for access trails 
and staging areas. Members of the WMTCC board have views guidelines and sees them as a strong 
foundation for discussions and clarifications in developing a BNF, CMP.  

1. Access Trails and Staging Areas  

A. Existing access trails and staging areas should be used when possible.  

I. Climbers often bushwhack and scramble to gain access to the base of climbing routes or during 
descent. Numerous steep access trails can result. These user-created trails are sometimes 
braided with other paths to the same climb(s). Because they sometimes travel straight up the 
grade, water can be easily diverted onto these trails, causing loss of vegetation and soils. At the 
base of climbs (e.g. staging areas) in high use areas, the ground may become compacted and 
denuded of vegetation. Social trails often contour along the base of the rock formation to the 
start of other climbs.  

II. Climbers should limit impacts to vegetation and soils by using existing access trails and avoiding 
creation of new approach/descent corridors.  

III. As conditions warrant, climbers and land management agency staff may identify specific 
improvement projects to address safety and environmental concerns along access corridors and 
at staging areas. Improvements may require environmental analysis including biological and 
cultural clearances.  

B. The intentional construction of access trails or staging areas is prohibited except as follows:  

I. Construction (e.g. improvements, structures, tool work) of new approach/descent trails or 
staging areas is not allowed under land management regulations without prior approval by the 
proper land management agency.  

II. New trails/staging areas may only be constructed after; identification, assessment, design, and 
environmental analysis are completed through the proper land management agency approval 
process.  

III. Improvement of existing approach/descent trails and staging areas:  

B. After prior agency approval, access trails and staging areas of well-known and more heavily used 
climbing routes may be identified, delineated, hardened and maintained in order to prevent further 
erosion problems, loss of vegetation, and to establish a durable, sustainable, and safe pattern of use. In 
certain instances, signs may be placed to direct climbers away from problem or sensitive areas in order 
to protect resources. Extraneous user created paths that have developed over long periods of time, or 
currently see infrequent use, may be rehabilitated to discourage or prevent future travel. Travel in 
higher use areas should be on established access trails and corridors. 

b. Dispersed travel to and from the base of climbs, and during descent, is generally encouraged in lower 
use climbing areas where established access trails do not exist.  



The Bighorn National Forest has developed a draft of “Best Practices for Climbing and Climbing 
Management” that includes best practices for access trails and staging areas. These “best practices” 
have been reviewed by WMTCC board members These best practices seem reasonable and believe that 
they provide a good starting point for discussions and clarifications.    

Best Practice #2 Access Trails  
Climbers should: 

• Limit impacts to vegetation and soils by using existing access trails and avoiding creation of new 
approach/descent trails. 

• Travel in smaller groups whenever possible (i.e., 2-4 persons). 
• Walk within the existing trail prism as to not widen the existing trail. 
• Not cut switchbacks. 
• Not construct new trails without an authorization from the federal land managing agency. 

o New construction of trails requires a special use permit and environmental analysis. 
• Volunteer to participate in trail improvement projects through their local climbing organization. 

Land managers and climbing organizations should: 
• Identify opportunities for site-specific improvement projects to address safety and 

environmental concerns along access corridors including the need for newly designated trails 
and the consolidation of unnecessary user-created trails.  

• Organize and participate in trail improvement projects — use soil or gravel, waterbars, and steps 
to help minimize damage to heavily used trails. 

• Consider opportunities for placing foot bridges at riparian area crossings. 
• Maintain the current memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the Access Fund and Bighorn 

Climber’s Coalition to allow for ongoing maintenance of access trails. 
• Educate climbers on Best Practice #2. 

Best Practice #3 Staging Areas 
Climbers should: 

• Avoid enlarging the staging area by trampling vegetation outside of the existing staging area. 
• Pick up all garbage and used tape. 
• Volunteer to participate in staging area improvement projects through their local climbing 

organization. 
• Not construct staging areas without an authorization from the federal land managing agency. 
• Keep climbing equipment as close to the cliff face as possible to prevent expansion of the 

existing staging area. 

Land managers and climbing organizations should: 
• Identify opportunities for site-specific improvement projects to address safety and 

environmental concerns including the need to provide or improve staging areas. 
o Design staging areas large enough relative to the number of adjacent climbs and 

belayers. 
o Design staging areas with erosion controls (i.e., site hardening) and barriers to exclusion 

zones protecting vegetation and wildlife (i.e., stacked rocks or logs). 
• Educate climbers on Best Practice #3 and the special use permit process for developing new 

construction proposals for staging areas. 


