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Protecting Roadless Areas

As one of the first congressional supporters of the Roadless Areas Conservation Rule promulgated by the Clinton Administration, I have been particularly disturbed by the current administration's efforts to weaken its protections. As originally promulgated, the rule prohibits most road construction and reconstruction in 58.5 million acres of inventoried roadless areas, including Alaska's Tongass National Forest. Soon after taking office, the administration implemented interim rules for roadless areas that deleted the mandatory protections of the original rule. 

In June 2003, the administration announced permanent changes to the original rule that allowed states to seek exemptions from the rule's requirements. In late December of last year, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) announced it would formally repeal the rule's protections for the Tongass. Last month, USDA proposed to throw out the Clinton Administration roadless rule entirely and replace it with regulations that would allow, but not require, states to propose roadless area protections for national forests located within their borders. If allowed to move forward, this approach will almost certainly result in the loss of critical wildlife habitat throughout our national forest system. 
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