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CHAPTER 1.  PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROPOSED ACTION 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The Chattahoochee National Forest includes approximately 750,502 acres of National Forest system 

lands extended over three National Forest Ranger Districts and eighteen counties in northern Georgia.  It 

is one of two national forests in the state of Georgia.  The analysis area is located within the upper 

Mountaintown Creek drainage, north of County Road 65, Gates Chapel Road, and south of Forest Road 

64, 3-Forks Road, on the Conasauga Ranger District in Gilmer and Fannin Counties (See Appendix 1, 

Figure 1, Location Map).  The Conasauga Ranger District manages approximately 173,000 acres and 

features the Ridge and Valley Scenic Byway, Cohutta Wilderness, John’s Mountain and Cohutta 

Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs).  Recreation opportunities include camping, scenic driving, 

hunting, fishing, off-highway vehicle (OHV) use, hiking, biking and horseback riding.   

 

According to National Visitor Use Monitoring (NVUM) data collected from October 2002 through 

September 2003, the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests are visited by nearly 2.5 million 

recreationists per year.  Of those visitors, about 44.6 percent participate in non-motorized trail activities 

including hiking, mountain biking, and horseback riding.   

 

The U.S. Forest Service has a designated system of non-motorized trails totaling about 840 miles on the 

Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest.  Some of these trails are appropriate for only one type of use, 

such as hiking, while others provide for a mixture of uses, such as horseback riding and mountain 

biking.  

 

On the east side of the Conasauga Ranger District, there are about 165 total miles of non-motorized 

trails.  About half of this mileage, or 82 miles, is in the Cohutta Wilderness where only hiking and 

horseback riding is permitted.  Outside of the wilderness area, about 55 miles of trail are managed for 

multiple uses including hikers, mountain bikers, and equestrians; about 28 miles are open to hiking only. 

       

PROJECT LOCATION 

 

The project is located about nine miles north of Ellijay, Georgia in Gilmer and Fannin Counties.  The 

general boundaries of the analysis area are Forest Road 64 to the north, a prominent ridge separating the 

Mountaintown Creek and Bear Creek drainages to the west, national forest property boundary to the 

south and a prominent ridge separating the Mountaintown Creek and East Mountaintown Creek 

drainages to the east. 

 

PURPOSE AND NEED 

 

The 5.6-mile Mountaintown Creek Trail has been popular with hikers, anglers, and mountain bikers for 

many years. The trail is located on an old logging road, which follows along the length of Mountaintown 

Creek. The upper portion of the trail has a consistent downhill slope, heading south, so the majority of 

the trail users begin at the top trailhead and hike, or mountain bike, to the bottom of the trail (see 

attached Vicinity Map, Appendix 1, Figure 1). 
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The lower trailhead is located on National Forest System land on Forest Road 394.  The access to Forest 

Road 394 is from a private road (Hills Lake Road).  In the late 1990’s, the landowners installed a locked 

gate on Hills Lake Road, but still permitted general public foot traffic and mountain bike use.  In the 

past few years, the landowners have prohibited public use of the access road through their property, 

effectively blocking public access to the lower trailhead on National Forest. 

 

Mountaintown Creek is a recognized blue ribbon trout stream.  The Forest Service, in partnership with 

Trout Unlimited, has installed and maintained numerous structures in the lower stream over the past 20 

years to improve fish habitat.  The Mountaintown Creek Trail has provided stream access to anglers, as 

well as hikers and mountain bike riders. 

 

Additional access to Mountaintown Creek is provided by the Pinhoti Trail (FDT 3).  The Pinhoti Trail is 

a long distance, through-trail that intersects the Mountaintown Creek Trail about 1.7 miles up from the 

southern terminus, then turns north and follows the Mountaintown Creek Trail to Forest Road 64. 

Mountain bikes are currently not allowed on this section of the Pinhoti Trail. 

 

The purpose and need for this project is to: 

 

 Re-establish public access to Mountaintown Creek Trail that bypasses private land in order to 

provide opportunities for dispersed recreational uses within the Mountaintown Creek drainage 

that includes fishing, hiking and mountain biking, which are the current primary recreational 

uses.  

 

SUMMARY OF PROPOSED ACTION 

 

The following provides a description of the actions that would take place in order to meet the purpose 

and need for the project:  

 

1. Construct a 1.5-mile angler access trail to provide foot access to lower Mountaintown Creek.  

Use the existing Bear Creek parking area as a trailhead.  

2. Route mountain bike riders and hikers traveling down the Mountaintown Creek Trail onto the 

Pinhoti Trail to provide them with a through trail opportunity.  Change the management of this 

1.5-mile section of the Pinhoti trail from “hiking only” to “hiking and mountain biking”. 

 

3. Relocate about 0.6 miles of the Pinhoti Trail.  Move the trail off of an old roadbed and onto a 

sideslope that is farther away from a perennial stream.  Rehabilitate and close the old roadbed 

and construct the new trail section to a design standard suitable for mountain biking. 

 

4. Change the management of a 1.7-mile section of the Mountaintown Creek Trail downstream 

from its intersection with the Pinhoti Trail from “hiking and mountain biking” to “hiking only”.  
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FOREST PLAN DIRECTION 

 

The Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) was 

completed in January 2004.  The Forest Plan, and accompanying Final Environmental Impact Statement 

(FEIS), and Record of Decision specify the overall direction for managing the natural resources for the 

Forest, and consists of both Forest-wide and area-specific goals, objectives and standards that provide 

for land uses with anticipated resource outputs.  This EA documents the site-specific analysis of 

implementing the Forest Plan in the Mountaintown Creek Project Area. 

 

The project is consistent with Forest Plan Goal 31 which provides direction to “Provide a spectrum of 

high quality, nature-based recreation settings and opportunities that reflect the unique or exceptional 

resources of the Forest and the interests of the public on an environmentally sustainable, financially 

sound, and operationally effective basis.  Adapt management of recreation facilities and opportunities as 

needed to shift limited resources to those opportunities.” (Forest Plan, p. 2-31). 

 

The project is also consistent with Forest Plan Goal 34 which provides direction that, “Trails do not 

adversely affect soil and water resources.”  (Forest Plan, p. 2-32). 

 

The Forest Plan identifies Management Prescriptions (MP) for each piece of National Forest System 

lands across the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests.  The proposed Mountaintown Creek Trail 

Access Project falls within the following Management Prescriptions: 

 

 7.E.1 - Dispersed Recreation  

 11 - Riparian Corridors 

 12.A – Remote Backcountry Recreation 

 

Descriptions of these MPs can be found in Chapter 3 of the Forest Plan.  The Mountaintown Creek Trail 

Access proposal is in compliance with the Forest Plan direction for these MPs.  

 

SCOPE OF ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS 

 

National forest planning takes place at several levels: national, regional, forest, and project levels.  The 

Mountaintown Creek Trail Access EA is a project-level analysis; its scope is confined to addressing the 

purpose and need of the project, possible environmental consequences of the proposal, and alternatives.  

It does not attempt to address decisions made at higher levels.  It does, however, implement direction 

provided at higher levels.  

 

The Forest Plan embodies the provisions of the National Forest Management Act, its implementing 

regulations, and other guiding documents.  The Forest Plan sets forth in detail the direction for managing 

the land and resources of the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests.  Where appropriate, the 

Mountaintown Creek Trail Access EA tiers to the Forest Plan Final Environmental Impact Statement 

(FEIS) (40 CFR 1502.20). 

 

This EA evaluates and documents the effects caused by the proposed activities and various alternatives.  

The site-specific proposed action and alternatives to it are identified in Chapter 2.  The administrative 
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scope of this document can be defined as the laws and regulations that provide the framework for 

analysis.  

 

RESPONSIBLE OFFICIAL AND DECISIONS TO BE MADE 

 

The responsible official for the decision will be the District Ranger for the Conasauga Ranger District, 

Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests.  The responsible official will answer the following three 

questions based on the environmental analysis: 

 

1.  Will the proposed action proceed as proposed, as modified by an alternative, or not at all? 

 

2.  If it proceeds, what mitigation measures and monitoring requirements will be implemented?  

 

3.  Will the project require an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)? 

 

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT – ISSUE IDENTIFICATION 

  

A scoping letter detailing the proposed projects was sent to 84 individuals and groups on May 13, 2008.  

The project file includes a list of all agencies, persons and organizations contacted in the course of 

scoping and environmental analysis.  In addition, the proposal appeared in the quarterly Schedule of 

Proposed Actions for the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests.  The purpose of soliciting comments 

during the scoping period is to determine if there are any significant issues on the proposed action.  Not 

all issues are significant issues. 

 

In response to the high level of interest that was generated by the scoping letter, the Conasauga Ranger 

District hosted a public field trip to Mountaintown Creek on July 12, 2008 to discuss the proposed 

project on site.  Thirty-seven members of the public participated in the field meeting. 

 

At the July 12
th

 public meeting, several participants expressed an interest in hiking the length of the 

Mountaintown Creek Trail to assess its condition.  On September 6, 2008, Conasauga Ranger District 

personnel led the hike accompanied by 14 people.   

 

An interdisciplinary team (IDT) was formed in September 2008 composed of the following Forest 

Service employees:  Larry Thomas (Recreation & IDT Leader), Ruth Stokes (Wildlife), Charlene 

Breeden (Hydrology), and Dick Rightmyer (Soils).  

 

ISSUES 

 

Issues are used to formulate alternatives, prescribe mitigation measures, and to define the scope of the 

environmental analysis.  Each response from scoping was reviewed in order to identify issues.  The 

results of this process are displayed in Appendix 2.  

 

Issues that would drive the development of an alternative are referred to as a significant issue.  One 

significant issue was identified for this project.  Some people voiced a concern that mountain biking is 

causing continued erosion from the trail, which causes impacts to the soil and water resources.  The 

issue statement is as follows: 
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 Issue 1:  Mountain biking on Mountaintown Creek Trail causes erosion, which impacts the water 

resources in the Mountaintown Creek drainage.  Continued use of mountain bikes under this 

proposal will perpetuate the problem. 

 

Measure:  Issue 1 will be measured through qualitative discussion of expected impacts to the 

water resources of Mountaintown Creek. 

 

CHAPTER 2.  ALTERNATIVES 
 

This chapter describes and compares the alternatives considered for the Mountaintown Creek Improved 

Access project.  The one significant issue that was identified through the scoping process has driven the 

development of Alternative 3 – No Mountain Biking.   

 

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED BUT ELIMINATED FROM DETAILED STUDY 

 
During initial planning and scoping, alternatives to the Proposed Action were suggested and considered.  

The following is a summary of alternatives considered by the interdisciplinary team but eliminated from 

detailed study, along with the rationale for dismissal.  

 
A. Purchase Right-of-Way:  An alternative in which the Forest Service would have purchased a right 

to public access on the Hills Lake Road was considered.  The landowners were approached and 

indicated that they were not interested in conveying a right to the road.  The need for access is important 

but not critical enough to pursue eminent domain.  Because the landowners are not interested in 

conveying rights to the road, this alternative was dismissed from detailed study because it is infeasible.   

 

B. Closing the Trail:  An alternative that would close the trail and effectively remove all access to the 

area, other than by cross country travel, was considered.  This alternative was presented to the IDT from 

a member of the public during a public meeting.  This alternative was not given detailed study because 

the IDT determined there is no driving resource concern that would be mitigated as a result of closing 

the trail.  In addition, this alternative would not support the purpose and need to re-establish access for 

the most popular uses, which are fishing, hiking, and mountain biking.  This alternative was dismissed 

from detailed study because it is impractical.  

 

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED IN DETAIL 

 

ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

The “no action” alternative is defined as a continuation of current management activities in the area.  It 

serves as a comparison to the action alternatives.  Management activities would continue as they are 

currently.  Management activities with prior approval under other environmental documents would 

continue to be implemented.  Recreational activities such as hunting, camping, hiking, fishing, and 

mountain biking would continue.  The lower Mountaintown Creek Trailhead would not be accessible to 

the public due to the closure of the Hills Lake Road.  Other dispersed recreational sites, trails, and 

trailheads would continue to be used. 
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ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

This alternative would construct a 1.5-mile angler access trail that would provide foot access to lower 

Mountaintown Creek.  The trail would be open only to hikers.  The existing Bear Creek dispersed 

camping area parking lot on Forest Road 241 would be used as the trailhead. The trail would be 

developed following Hiker/Pedestrian Design Parameters for Trail Class 3, as shown in Appendix 3.   

 

Alternative 2 would route mountain bike riders traveling down the Mountaintown Creek Trail onto the 

Pinhoti Trail to provide them with a through trail opportunity.  The management would change from 

“hiking only” to “hiking and mountain biking” for this 1.5-mile section of the Pinhoti Trail that connects 

the Bear Creek and Mountaintown Creek Trail Systems.  The management of a 1.7-mile section of the 

Mountaintown Creek Trail downstream from its intersection with the Pinhoti Trail would change from 

“hiking and mountain biking” to “hiking only”. 

 

About 0.6 miles of the Pinhoti Trail would be relocated moving the trail from its current location on an 

old roadbed onto the sideslope which is farther away from a perennial stream.  The old roadbed would 

be closed with downed trees, logs and brush barriers once the trail relocation was completed.  The 

relocated trail section would be constructed to a design standard suitable for mountain biking following 

Bicycle Design Parameters for Trail Class 3, as shown in Appendix 3.  Two existing stream fords on the 

Pinhoti Trail would be improved by hardening the stream approaches with gravel.   

  

Trail work would be accomplished using a combination of a narrow-track, trail machine and manual 

labor.  See Appendix 1, Figure 2 for a map of Alternative 2 (proposed action).  

 

ALTERNATIVE 3 – NO MOUNTAIN BIKING 

 

This alternative would construct and manage the 1.5-mile angler access trail as described in Alternative 

2.  This alternative would close the entire 5.6-mile Mountaintown Creek Trail to mountain bike riders 

making it a “hiking only” trail.  

 

The management of the 1.5-mile section of the Pinhoti Trail that connects the Bear Creek and 

Mountaintown Creek Trail Systems would remain “hiking only”, as it is now.  The 0.6 miles of 

relocation of the Pinhoti Trail would not take place.  Hikers would continue to use the trail in its current 

location.  See Appendix 1, Figure 3 for a map of Alternative 3. 

 

This alternative addresses the issue that mountain biking causes erosion which impacts the water 

resources in the Mountaintown Creek drainage.  

 

 ALTERNATIVE DESIGN FEATURES 

 

This section describes how the action alternatives would be designed.  All applicable standards in the 

current Forest Land and Resource Management Plan would be applied.   

 

Forest Plan standards which would be applied in Alternatives 2 and 3 are summarized in Table 2-1. 
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TABLE 2-1.  ALTERNATIVES 2 AND 3 FOREST PLAN STANDARDS 

 

Forest Plan Standard Reference 

FW-131:  Ensure that trail approach 

sections are aligned at or near right angles 

as possible to the stream channel.  Locate 

riparian corridor crossings to minimize the 

amount of fill material needed and 

minimize channel impacts. 

Forest Plan, Chapter 2, Page 2-33 

FW-134:  New trails other than hiking 

trails will be located outside the riparian 

corridor except at designated crossings or 

where the trail location requires some 

encroachment. 

Forest Plan, Chapter2, Page 2-34 

FW-136:  Where projects to expand the 

trail system are under consideration, give 

priority to (1) the re-use of existing travel 

ways that meet all applicable plan 

standards and all Forest Service trails 

handbook requirements, and (2) the re-use 

of existing travel ways that can be made to 

meet the standards more cost effectively 

than new construction. 

Forest Plan, Chapter2, Page 2-34 

FW-137:  Trail reconstruction and 

relocation within the ephemeral stream 

zone is allowed when needed to reduce 

impacts to riparian and aquatic resources. 

Forest Plan, Chapter2, Page 2-34 

FW-148:  New trail construction within the 

ephemeral stream zone is allowed when 

needed to replace existing trail 

configuration and improve access. 

Forest Plan, Chapter2, Page 2-35 

 

Trail construction would follow the trail design parameters set forth by Forest Service Trail 

Management Handbook FSH 2309.18.  These design parameters provide guidance for the assessment, 

survey, design, construction, repair and maintenance of the trail.   

 

For Alternative 2, the proposed trail network would be designed to accommodate hiking and/or 

mountain biking using the design parameters identified for the expected primary uses, Hiker/Pedestrian 

for the angler access trail and Bicycle for the relocated section of the Pinhoti Trail.   

 

For Alternative 3, the proposed angler access trail would be designed for hikers using the 

Hiker/Pedestrian design parameters.   

 

Proposed trails would be constructed to Trail Class 3 standards as described in Appendix 3- 

Hiker/Pedestrian and Bicycle Design Parameters.   
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Appropriate erosion control measures would be used to minimize potential impacts from the proposed 

activities.  Examples may include the use of silt fences, hay bales, brush barriers, and prompt re-

vegetation of exposed soils. 

 

Existing non-system woods roads that contribute to the desired trail network and comply with the 

specified design parameters would be used where possible to avoid additional soil disturbance from new 

trail construction. 

 

Approaches to trail crossings of perennial and intermittent streams would be armored with gravel to 

minimize soil movement and stream sedimentation. 

 

MITIGATION MEASURES 

 

Mitigation measures are features that are applied to an alternative to mitigate issues or concerns.  In 

Alternative 2, the following mitigation measure would be applied: 

 

 To encourage shared use and mutual respect between user groups, educational signs would be 

placed at the trailheads and other trail access points to mitigate the potential for user conflicts. In 

addition, educational signs remind hikers and mountain bikers to be aware that they are sharing 

the trail and heighten safety awareness. 

 

MONITORING 

 

Field reviews would be conducted by District and Forest-level staff to ensure that the appropriate Forest 

Plan standards and mitigation measures are implemented and that these measures are effective in 

protecting soil productivity, water quality, and other resources as they were designed to do.  Trail 

condition surveys would be accomplished on a recurring basis to determine maintenance needs. 

 

COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVES 

 

Table 2-2 provides a summary and comparison of the proposed alternatives.  Chapter 3 contains a 

detailed discussion of the potential impacts by resource. 

 

TABLE 2-2.  COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVES 

 

Item Alternative 1 

- No Action 

Alternative 

2 -

Proposed 

Action 

Alternative 

3 – No 

Mountain 

Bikes 

Purpose and Need (Objectives)    

Reestablish public access to the lower 

Mountaintown Creek drainage that 

bypasses private land in order to provide 

opportunities for dispersed recreational 

uses that includes fishing, hiking and 

mountain biking. 

No Yes No. 

Opportunities 

for mountain 

biking are 

not provided. 
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Forest Plan Direction    

Strive toward the desired condition(s) 

objectives as identified in the Forest Plan 

for Management Prescriptions (MP) 

7.E.1, 11, and 12.A. 

MP 7.E.1: No 

MP 11: Yes 

MP 12.A: Yes 

Yes Yes 

Proposed Activities    

Miles of hiking trail to be constructed 

(Angler Access) 

0 1.5 1.5 

Miles of trail to be relocated (Pinhoti) 0 0.6 0 

 

Number of new trail stream crossings 

(Angler Access)  

 

0 

 

1 

 

1 

Number of existing trail stream crossings 

to be closed (Pinhoti) 

0 2 0 

Miles of trail that would be closed to 

mountain bike use (Mountaintown Creek 

and/or Pinhoti) 

1.5 1.7 7.1 

Miles of trail that would be open to 

mountain bike use (Mountaintown Creek 

and/or Pinhoti) 

5.6 5.4 0 

 

 

CHAPTER 3.  AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

CONSEQUENCES 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This chapter has been organized according to environmental components, or resource areas.  Each 

resource area contains information on the affected environment, direct and indirect environmental 

consequences of each alternative and cumulative impacts, including the effectiveness of mitigation 

measures. 

 

PAST, PRESENT, AND REASONABLY FORESEEABLE FUTURE ACTIONS 

 

Past actions include the accomplishment of deferred maintenance on the upper Mountaintown Creek 

Trail in 2009.  From the upper trailhead, dips were reestablished on the first half mile of the trail with a 

district dozer.  From that point, a trail contract accomplished 2.78 miles of additional maintenance.  A 

mini-excavator trail machine was used to reestablish and construct dips and place surge stone in dip 

outlets near Mountaintown Creek.  Nine stream fords were reinforced through the installation of geo-

textile overlaid with gravel surfacing.     

 

Other past actions have been routine, recurring maintenance with handtools of the Mountaintown Creek 

and Pinhoti Trails, the recurring maintenance of Forest Road 64 on the boundary of the project area, and 

the recurring maintenance of wildlife openings. 
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Present actions include the routine maintenance of the Mountaintown Creek and Pinhoti Trails, the 

annual maintenance of Forest Road 64, and the maintenance of wildlife openings. 

Future actions that are expected include maintenance of the Mountaintown Creek, Pinhoti, and Angler 

Access Trail.  Roadside invasive plant treatment on Forest Road 64 is reasonably foreseeable, as well as 

the regular reoccurring maintenance of Forest Road 64 and the maintenance of wildlife openings.  

 

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 

 

SOILS 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

 

The project area is located in the Flattop Mountain Landtype Association (LTA); the sixth classification 

level of the Forest Service hierarchical ecological classification system.   Briefly, lands within this LTA 

are characterized by metagraywacke (metamorphosed sandstone) geology, moderate elevation 

mountains, average annual rainfall of 60 inches, and deep, well developed soils.  Elevation within the 

LTA ranges from 1800 feet to 3732 feet on the peak of Flattop Mountain, east of the project area.  Slope 

gradient is typically 30 to 50 percent on side slopes, with gentler sloping terrain on ridge tops and along 

stream terraces.  Stream channels are generally steep to moderately steep in gradient.  Historically the 

area had scattered small subsistence farms on terraces and in coves.  All but the steepest, roughest and 

most remote slopes were logged during the industrial logging era.   

 

The analysis area has soils common to the rest of the Conasauga Ranger District; deep, loamy gravelly 

textured soils on alluvial bottoms near streams, moderately deep to deep, fine loamy and coarse loamy 

textured soils on sloping to steep side slopes, and moderately deep to deep fine and clayey textured soils 

on upper side slopes.  Soils within the analysis area are generally well drained.  Soil series mapped in 

the project area include Talladega, Tallapoosa, Wickham, Chewacla, Cartecay, Ashe and Edneyville. 

 

Desired soil conditions are considered here with respect to processes that affect long-term soil 

productivity (soil erosion, soil displacement, soil compaction, soil cover, and nutrient cycling).  Soil 

productivity, as defined in the Forest Service manual (2550.5), is the inherent capacity of the soil 

resource to support appropriate site-specific biological resource management objectives, which includes 

the growth of specific plants, plant communities, or a sequence of plant communities to support multiple 

land uses.  Soil productivity may be expressed in a variety of ways, including volume, 

weight/unit/area/year, percent plant cover, or other measures of biomass accumulation (FSH 2509.18). 

Heavy recreational use areas, such as trails and campsites, are places where these measures have 

declined and the soil has become unproductive.  A productive soil is able to help support a healthy and 

growing forest.  Soil may also play a role in buffering the impacts of other environmental concerns, such 

as changes in stream chemistry, which may originate from acid deposition. 

 

The desired soil conditions are tiered to the Forest Plan standards, and the Forest Service Quality 

standards (SQS) (USDA Forest Service Handbook, Supplement R8 RO 2509.18-2003-2). 

Implementation of SQS and relevant BMPs to all phases of the project will insure that long-term soil 

productivity is maintained in this area.  With a recreation trail, the main emphasis is on protecting the 

soil productivity adjacent to the trail tread or site.  Soil erosion may occur along steeper sections of the 

trail during wet periods.  This soil erosion can affect soil productivity through loss of organic matter that 
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harbors nutrients and helps maintain soil aeration; it can also lead to stream sedimentation.  Some of the 

soils in the analysis area are rated as having a high surface soil erosion hazard relative to other soils on 

the Forest (Forest Plan). This rating is for conditions without any forest cover or any mitigation 

measures.  However, the FEIS notes that “maintaining organic layers, topsoil and roots on all soils 

dedicated to growing vegetation on at least 85 percent of a project area, and the timely application of 

well known best management practices will control soil loss rates and minimize delivery of sediment to 

streams.” (FEIS, 3-22).  The state of Georgia published monitoring data supporting the conclusion that 

properly applied BMPs will mitigate effects from soil erosion (Georgia Forestry Commission, Results of 

Georgia’s 2007 Silvicultural Best Management Practices Implementation and Compliance Survey).  

While the results supporting this study are primarily on silviculture treatment sites, the results of BMPs 

on trail construction projects would be associated with clearing and exposure of soils.  It is therefore 

assumed that the effectiveness of these BMPs is also similar.  Stuart and Edwards (2006) also cite 

several studies of the application of BMPs in forested environments, with a summary finding that 

forestry BMPs are effective at controlling nonpoint source pollution and protecting aquatic biology 

when used appropriately and adequately. 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS  

   

The analysis area for direct and indirect effects on soil productivity is the 2.1 mile long project area 

which includes the proposed 1.5-mile angler access trail and the proposed relocation of 0.6 miles of the 

Pinhoti Trail.  This area was selected because there will not be any effects to soil outside the project 

area.  The analysis area lies within the Mountaintown Creek Watershed.  The temporal scope for the 

analysis of direct and indirect effects is the life of the project, because soil disturbance will occur over 

that amount of time. 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Under this alternative, impacts to soil productivity could extend beyond those that occur in nature. 

Existing access trails already have detrimental erosion and compaction occurring, and it is expected that 

users would create new trails when the old trails deteriorate to the point that they are unpleasant to use, 

thus increasing the degree of detrimental erosion and compaction in the analysis area.   

With continued use of the project area, there would be additional indirect impacts to soil quality from 

erosion and compaction.  Because it does not address existing resource concerns, this alternative has 

more impact to soils than the Proposed Action. 

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

The analysis area for cumulative effects on soil productivity is the approximately 1.0 acre project area 

that encompasses trail construction.  This scale is not so large that it spatially dilutes the cumulative sum 

of effects on soil resources, nor so small that it fails to identify and consider use and potential use on 

both National Forest and private lands relative to the project. 

 

The temporal scope for cumulative effects on soil productivity is five (5) years in the past and five (5) 

years beyond the Proposed Action.  These periods were chosen to consider present effects on soil 
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resources resulting from any past soil disturbing actions, to allow time for the proposed activities to 

occur and be completed, and to consider any other foreseeable soil disturbing activities.  This timeframe 

allows consideration of multiple uses, and provides enough time for the expected recovery of soils from 

erosion and compaction resulting from trail building. Evidence of erosion compaction beyond the 

expected timeframe would imply that the soil is not recovering as expected, and effects from this and 

future activities could be additive and cumulative. 

 

Although possible, no additional trail building is planned on National Forest lands within the cumulative 

effects analysis area over the next five years.  There are no Forest classified roads or permanent wildlife 

openings in the cumulative effects analysis area. 

 

This alternative proposes no action.  Current trends would continue to produce the most detrimental 

impacts to soil productivity because of ongoing soil erosion and compaction from trails, staging areas 

and parking lots. 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Alternative 2 proposes approximately 1.5 miles of new designated hiker trail construction, described as 

the angler access trail, from Bear Creek parking area to lower Mountaintown Creek.  A section of the 

Pinhoti Trail is also proposed for relocation to address adverse impacts to a stream from the existing trail 

section.  This section, approximately 0.6 miles in length, will be constructed to accommodate both 

mountain biking and hiker uses.  Construction of the new designated trail segments would cover 

approximately 2.1 miles with a 4 foot wide zone of surface soil compaction.  As long as this trail exists, 

soil under the trail is detrimentally impacted by compaction.  While the trail is being constructed, soils 

would have the potential to be cleared of vegetation cover, graded or sloped, and compacted for up to 10 

feet out on either side.  This additional twenty feet of disturbance would be returned to production after 

construction by following BMPs, and BMPs would also be used to minimize the soil compaction and 

soil erosion caused during construction.  Some of the area disturbed by workers during construction 

could be rehabilitated by re-planting vegetation to discourage future traffic, and to regain soil 

productivity if needed. 

 

The two segments of new trail are proposed to be built as Trail Class 3, with a design width for the tread 

of 18 to 36 inches (FS Handbook 2309.18, Chapter 2).  This width along 2.1 miles total would create 

new soil disturbance, ranging from 0.38 acres to 0.76 acres, resulting in detrimental results on soil 

productivity.  The remaining miles of existing access trails would continue to be impacted, limiting any 

soil productivity under them.  They would, however, be managed to an 18 to 36 inch wide standard to 

minimize impacts to adjacent soil outside the trail tread.  The 0.6 miles of the Pinhoti Trail to be 

abandoned when replaced by a new segment would be rehabilitated by closing to use, allowing 

vegetation to reclaim the former tread, and restoring that soil back into production.  

 

Some vegetation would have to be removed around the proposed trail tread during construction to allow 

room for workers to move around the construction site.  This would expose the previously protected soil 

to rainfall, and the top, organic rich layer of soil could more easily erode away from the site, decreasing 

soil productivity.  Following Forest Plan direction and BMPs related to surface erosion control at trail 
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sites, timing the construction activities, and controlling trail drainage should effectively rehabilitate the 

temporarily disturbed area, preventing soil erosion and protecting the soil adjacent to the construction 

site. 

 

Alternative 2 will have less impact to soils than the No Action Alternative due to the improvements in 

trail location and access. 

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

The effects of Alternative 2 would be more detrimental to soil productivity in the beginning of the 

project because of the building of the new 1.5 mile angler trail and the construction of the relocated 

segment (0.6 miles) of the Pinhoti Trail.  In the long term, however, soil productivity cumulative effects 

would be less than Alternative 1 because the soil disturbance would stay constant; under Alternative 1, 

this would be a variable based on unmanaged use. 

 

Alternative 1 would be more detrimental to soil productivity than Alternative 2, because with no action 

the impacts would continue unmanaged.  The Proposed Action would confine and manage the impacts 

based on the most recent Best Management practices.  

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3 – NO MOUNTAIN BIKING 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

This alternative proposes to construct the 1.5 miles of angler trail as described in Alternative 2, but will 

not construct the relocation section of the Pinhoti Trail.  Mountain bike riders would be restricted from 

using the Mountaintown Creek Trail and Pinhoti Trail.  Effects to the soil resources under this 

alternative would be similar to Alternative 2 as the same acreage of soil disturbance would exist with the 

new angler trail, and the existing Pinhoti Trail.  Removal of mountain bike use from the two trail 

systems would result in a reduction of trail impacts by removing a source of compaction and erosion.  

However, the trail tread will continue to be in a reduced soil productivity condition and at risk for 

erosion and compaction.   

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

The effects of this alternative are basically the same as Alternative 2.  

 

WATER 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

 

Mountaintown Creek is a tributary of the Coosawattee River, which is a major drainage within the 

Coosa Basin.  Major tributaries of Mountaintown Creek include Crenshaw Branch, Heddy Creek and 

Dyer Creek.  The analysis area or subwatershed used to analyze direct, indirect and cumulative effects 

begins at the confluence of Mountaintown Creek and Bear Creek.  It extends to the top of the watershed 

at Buddy Cove Gap.  This watershed area is 5,753 acres, and it is a smaller, nested watershed within the 

unnamed 6
th

 level HUC for the area.  The project area lies within the 6
th

 level HUC 031501020301. 
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Hydrologic Unit Codes (HUCs) are used by many agencies to consistently delineate, identify, and 

manage watersheds.  The 6
th

 Level HUC encompassing the Mountaintown project area is part of larger, 

nested watersheds and basins.  See tables 3.1 and 3.2 for the complete delineation.  The largest scale of 

delineation divides the country into large watersheds or regions that are assigned a two-digit number (03 

for this project).  As watersheds are further divided and classified into smaller drainages, two more 

numbers are added to the end of each code with each change in scale.  As numbers get larger, watershed 

sizes get smaller.   

       

 

TABLE 3-1:  1ST-3RD LEVEL HUCS ENCOMPASSING THE PROJECT AREA 

 

Region (1
st
 Level HUC) Subregion (2

nd
 Level 

HUC) 

Accounting Unit (3
rd

 

Level HUC 

03 (South Atlantic-Gulf)   

 0315 (Alabama Basin)  

  031501 (Coosa- 

Tallapoosa) 

Source:  Seaber et. al., 1987 

 

TABLE 3.2: 4TH-6TH LEVEL HUCS ENCOMPASSING THE PROJECT AREA 

 

4th Level HUC 5th Level HUC 

6th Level HUC 

(unnamed) 

03150102 

(Coosawattee)   

 

0315010203 (Mountaintown 

Creek)  

  031501020301 

Source:  Land Management Plan (2004) 

 

 

The streams in the project area have an assigned water use classification, or beneficial use, of fishing, 

and are further classified as primary trout waters by the Georgia Department of Natural Resources (GA 

DNR).  Streams designated as primary trout waters are those that are capable of supporting a self-

sustaining population of rainbow, brown or brook trout.  In addition, no streams within the project area 

are currently identified as not supporting on the Georgia 305(b) listing maintained by the GA DNR 

Environmental Protection Division. 

 

Sediment is the best measure to determine the effect of management activities on water quality and its 

associated beneficial uses on forested lands (Coats and Miller, 1981).  Sedimentation is the suspension 

and transfer of eroded, detached soil particles into a water body.  Substrate or sediment in streams refers 

to different size particles (boulder, cobble, gravel, sand and silt particles) found in the stream channel.  

The smaller size substrate (gravel and sand) can fill interstitial spaces between large boulders and 

cobbles, reducing fish habitat.  Sediment can also adversely affect water quality by increasing turbidity, 

affecting the morphology and capacity of channels, changing streambed material size, and altering 
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stream temperature resulting in a reduction of the overall quality of aquatic habitat.  The primary 

mechanism for this transport is storm water runoff, moving particles from an overland source into a 

stream or other water body.  Sediment often goes through a repeating sequence of transport and 

deposition.  It may eventually reach a stream channel or be prevented from delivery to a stream by a 

vegetated filter strip or other Best Management Practice (BMP). 

 

In summer 2009, the Forest requested assistance from the USFS, Southern Research Station, Center for 

Aquatic Technology Transfer (CATT) with stream habitat and macroinvertebrate inventories of 

Mountaintown Creek, Crenshaw Branch, and Heddy Creek.  The goals of the inventories were to 1) 

quantify current stream habitat conditions; and 2) describe water quality using macroinvertebrates 

(aquatic insects).  

 

Water quality is good in all three streams, but there are localized areas of degraded stream habitat.  The 

North Carolina Biotic Index (NCBI), an index frequently used to rate water quality, rated all 

macroinvertebrate sample sites as excellent, but the NCBI is not sensitive to impacts from sedimentation 

(Overton 2006).  Metrics such as percent clingers, which are more sensitive to sediment impacts 

(Longing et al. 2010), varied widely within and among streams, suggesting localized sediment impacts 

(Roghair 2010).  The heterogeneous nature of these streams make it particularly difficult to detect 

perturbation using macroinvertebrate metrics, but state and federal regulatory agencies are increasingly 

adopting biocriteria to assess aquatic system health and condition. 

 

Stream Channel Characteristics 

 

The analysis area is part of the metasedimentary mountains subsection.  Stream systems are steep to 

moderately steep with pool-riffle sequences.  The dominant substrate for Mountaintown, Crenshaw and 

Heddy were identified in the recent stream inventory.  The substrate varies across all three segments, but 

cobble and gravel are common to all segments.  See table 3-3, below, for a description of dominant 

substrate.    For a complete summary of CATT data see the Aquatic Resources section.            

 

 

TABLE 3-3.  DOMINANT SUBSTRATE FOR INVENTORIED STREAM REACHES 

 

 Riffles Pools 

Mountaintown Creek Cobble & Large Gravel Cobble & Large 

Gravel 

Crenshaw Branch Bedrock, Cobble, & Large 

Gravel 

Bedrock & Sand 

Heddy Creek Cobble & Small Gravel Small Gravel 

 

 

The riparian corridor management prescription (#11) in the revised Forest Plan includes a 100-foot 

riparian corridor for both perennial and intermittent streams.  This prescription includes standards for 

management activities within the corridor.  Approximately 2.9 miles out of the total 5.6 trail miles are 

estimated to be within the riparian corridor, based on available spatial data and GIS analysis.  

Established trails on the Forest that have been in use for decades or longer are often located in the valley 

bottom, and often in close proximity to streams.  The Mountaintown Trail system is located on an old 
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road bed.  Although approximately 2.9 miles of trail are within the riparian corridor, there is still a 

forested filter strip between the trail and most streams.  There are several crossings of these streams or 

tributaries, which is discussed below.  

 

Common environmental impacts associated with recreational use of trails include vegetation loss and 

compositional changes, soil compaction, erosion, muddiness, degraded water quality and disruption of 

wildlife (Marion and Wimpey, 2007).  Poorly located trails can be eroded by water, with sediments 

carried off by runoff.  Generally, if water control features such as grade reversals (dips) and outsloped 

treads are used to divert runoff from trails, the water drops its sediment close to trails, where it is trapped 

and held by organic litter and vegetation.  Environmental degradation can be substantially avoided or 

minimized when trail users are restricted to designated trails and trails are properly designed, 

constructed and maintained.  

 

Crossings 

 

The Mountaintown Creek Trail system includes 22 existing stream crossings.  All crossings are fords 

except the first 2 crossings.  These are log crossings that drain small ephemeral tributaries.  The trail 

crosses unnamed tributaries of Crenshaw Branch, Crenshaw Branch, Rich Knobb Branch, Heddy Creek, 

unnamed tributaries of Mountaintown Creek, and Mountaintown Creek.  Several crossings are over 

small streams with widths that range from 3 – 10 feet (1-3 meters).  Some current conditions of the 

crossings and trail approaches were documented during a field visit in 2009.  See Table 3-4 below.  

Maintenance of the upper portion of the trail system was completed in summer 2009.  Approaches to 

several crossings were treated to harden surface and prevent erosion.  Maintenance of all trail systems is 

essential for purposes of minimizing environment effects.  Maintenance of stream crossings is especially 

important because these are environmentally sensitive portions of the trail system.  These effects can be 

minimized by following Forest Plan standards, Trail Handbook standards and with maintenance.  Table 

3-4 indicates that crossings 1 – 11 received heavy maintenance to improve conditions and minimize any 

effects during the summer 2009 maintenance contract period.   

 

 

TABLE 3-4.  CONDITIONS OF MOUNTAINTOWN CREEK CROSSINGS 

 

Crossing 

Number Substrate 

Average 

Width 

(feet) Stream Comment 

1 

sands, 

fines 3 

unnamed trib to Crenshaw 

Branch 

gravel and/or surge 

stone placed in 

crossing 

2 Gravel 3 

unnamed trib to Crenshaw 

Branch 

gravel and/or surge 

stone placed in 

crossing 

3 

cobble, 

gravel 3 Crenshaw Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with #57s; old logs 

stabilizing approach; 

turnout before 

crossing 
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4 

fines, 

gravel 1.9 

unnamed trib to Crenshaw 

Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with geoweb and 

#57s 

5 

bedrock, 

cobble 3.1 

unnamed trib to Crenshaw 

Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with geoweb and 

#57s 

6 

gravel, 

cobble 4 Crenshaw Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with geoweb and 

#57s; need log at 

bottom of approach 

7 

sand, 

gravel 4.2 Crenshaw Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with geoweb and 

#57s; bedrock 

control/substrate 

upstream 

8 

bedrock, 

cobble, 

sand 2 Rich Knob Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with geoweb and 

#57s; hay bales 

present where 

equipment accidently 

left trail 

9 

bedrock, 

gravel  1.5 Crenshaw Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with geoweb and 

#57s 

10 Gravel 1.5 

unnamed trib to Crenshaw 

Branch 

approach/exit treated 

with geoweb and 

#57s 

11 

cobble, 

gravel 0.75 Crenshaw Branch  

12 Bedrock 4 Crenshaw Branch 

old bridge site; a lot 

of bedrock present, 

barrier to equipment 

13 

mixed; 

sand, 

gravel, 

cobble, 

boulder 4.8 Crenshaw Branch  

14 

bedrock, 

cobble, 

gravel 6.5 Heddy Creek 

near confluence of 

Heddy and Crenshaw 

Branch; wide, 

shallow crossing 

15 gravel, silt 1.5 unnamed trib to Mountaintown 

hiking trail only at 

this point 

16 

cobble, 

sand, silt 7.8 Mountaintown Creek  

17 mixed; 8.1 Mountaintown Creek bedrock control 
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bedrock, 

boulder, 

cobble, 

gravel 

18 

rock and 

soil 1.5 unnamed trib to Mountaintown  

foot crossing with 

rock/soil; water flows 

under crossing; 

sediment deposits 

upstream; flat, valley 

bottom stream 

19 

cobble, 

bedrock, 

gravel 2.2 unnamed trib to Mountaintown 

side channel/wet area 

that joins 

Mountaintown; flat 

valley bottom 

20 

mixed; 

boulder, 

cobble, 

gravel 12.8 Mountaintown Creek 

below confluence 

with Dyer Creek, 

island in channel 

21 

cobble, 

sand   3.7 unnamed trib to Mountaintown  

crossing near 

confluence of 

tributary with 

Mountaintown 

Creek; unstable area, 

low gradient side 

drain 

22 

cobble, 

gravel, 

sand 4.2 unnamed trib to Mountaintown   

 

 

Hills Lake   

 

A 15-acre reservoir known as Hills Lake (or Mountaintown Watershed Structure #2) is located on 

Mountaintown Creek within the analysis area.  Hills Lake was constructed in 1962 on a private 

inholding within the Chattahoochee National Forest.   A special use permit was approved by the Forest 

Service for floodwater rights on 28 acres of National Forest above the reservoir.  This lake was one of 

approximately 350 “watershed” lakes constructed in Georgia by the Soil Conservation Service during 

the 1950-60’s.  These reservoirs were constructed for flood control, and were considered to have a 40 to 

50-year lifespan due to sediment filling (personal communication with Doug Towery, NRCS District 

Conservationist).  Hills Lake, like most reservoir basins, is elongated and dendritic (branching), and due 

to its topographic position on a large stream, it receives runoff not intercepted by wetlands or shallow 

interface regions.  The result is that the runoff inputs are large, closely linked to rainfall, and affect a 

large portion of the reservoir.  This leads to high inputs of nutrients and sediments in rainy weather.   

Hills Lake is filling with sediments despite the fact that almost its entire watershed is forested, with no 

open roads or major sources of ground disturbance.  This scenario is similar to several other North 
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Georgia watershed lakes of the same age, entirely surrounded by forested lands (pers. comm. Doug 

Towery).   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

There would be no direct and indirect effects due to ground disturbing activities under this alternative.   

 

The Pinhoti trail segment currently located in the riparian corridor would not be relocated.  This segment 

would continue to erode in close proximity to the stream, resulting in both a loss of aquatic habitat and 

degraded riparian conditions in this localized area and directly downstream. 

 

In this alternative, 5.6 miles of trail will continue to be used for mountain biking and approximately 3.4 

miles are within the riparian corridor.  

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Angler Access Trail  
  

Ground disturbing activity in this alternative includes construction of a new 1.5 mile angler access trail.  

This trail tread will be approximately 18 inches wide, located on the sideslope, and used only for hiking.    

This will be a temporary disturbance with mitigations required by the Forest Plan, the Georgia Manual 

for Erosion and Sedimentation Control, and existing trail management guidance.  Direct effects, 

including erosion, will be minimized through the use of these mitigations.  The angler access trail will 

end outside the riparian corridor.  There is one new stream crossing on the proposed trail which will be a 

ford for hikers.  The approach to the crossing will be aligned with the stream channel at as near a right 

angle as possible, which will also minimize the length of trail.  Forest Plan standards will ensure this 

new trail will be properly designed with adequate drainage features and surfacing.   

 

Pinhoti Trail Segment Relocation  
  

Additional ground disturbing activity includes 0.6 miles of Pinhoti trail relocation, but this disturbance 

will also be temporary in duration.  Many trail impact problems are the result of poor planning and 

location rather than higher impacting types or amounts of use.  Short trail reroutes or larger relocations 

are a more effective long-term solution for sustaining traffic while minimizing resource impacts and 

maintenance (Marion and Yu Fai 2001).  The 0.6 mile segment that is being relocated is currently 

located on an old roadbed within the riparian corridor.  If this alternative is selected, this trail segment 

will be relocated on the sideslope with improved drainage features.  The segment of old road bed 

currently used as a trail will be closed and rehabilitated.  Two existing stream crossings/fords on the 

Pinhoti will also be treated in this alternative by hardening the approaches with gravel.        

 

Overall, relocation of a segment of the Pinhoti will reduce erosion from the trail and improve riparian 

corridor conditions.  Indirect effects include sedimentation from any unmitigated erosion, but relocation 
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of a poorly located trail outside the riparian corridor will ultimately result in improved aquatic habitats 

and less overall sedimentation.  Both the trail relocation and maintenance of crossings will help 

minimize direct and indirect effects. 

Mountain Bike Use  

 

Mountain bikes will continue to use the upper 3.9 miles of Mountaintown Trail in this alternative, but 

they will be rerouted to the Pinhoti Trail downstream of the Heddy Creek confluence.  Mountain bike 

use will be removed from 1.7 miles of the Mountaintown Creek Trail.  Eight stream crossings will no 

longer be used by mountain bikes if this alternative is selected.  These crossings are below the 

confluence of Heddy Creek and Crenshaw Branch and include 3 crossings on Mountaintown Creek and 

5 crossings on unnamed tributaries to Mountaintown Creek.  All 8 crossings will continue to be used by 

hikers.     

 

There is a specific issue of concern with mountain bikes related to stream crossings (J. Marion, per. 

comm.).  Without maintenance, V-shaped erosional trenches can develop by knobby tires being cranked 

as the rider leaves the water/crossing.  Continued use of the upper Mountaintown Trail by mountain 

bikes would result in development of these trenches over time unless the trail is properly maintained, but 

8 crossings on the lower end of the trail would be less susceptible to these effects.    

 

Maintenance can substantially reduce erosion near crossings and can further disconnect the trail system 

from the stream system.  Trail systems are a linear network that crosses the stream system/network.  

When sediment runs down trails it can be delivered directly to the stream at a crossing unless water 

diversion features, grade control and other erosion control techniques are utilized.  Turn-out ditches with 

surge stone in the outlet were constructed as part of the maintenance contract in 2009 on the upper Trail.  

They were placed just before stream crossings or at the end of segments with higher grades, to help 

move water off the trail during storm events and minimize erosion near stream crossings. 

 

The revised Forest Plan includes a riparian management prescription (#11) that applies to perennial and 

intermittent streams.  This prescription includes a description of desired future conditions for these areas 

and standards to help achieve them.  The width of the riparian corridor varies from 100 to 150 feet, 

depending on slope.  Segments of Mountaintown Trail are within the riparian corridor, but the riparian 

conditions are mostly forested.  As the trail approaches stream crossings, it must enter the riparian 

corridor.  In Alternative 2, mountain biking that begins on Mountaintown Trail is rerouted to the Pinhoti, 

resulting in less mountain biking activity taking place within the riparian corridor.  Mountain bike use is 

added to the Pinhoti, but the biking takes place outside the riparian corridor because this segment of the 

Pinhoti trail is rerouted as part of the alternative.  See table 3-5 for a comparison of how much mountain 

bike use would be available by alternative, as well as an estimate of how many of these miles are within 

the riparian corridor.      
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Table 3-5.  Mountain Biking Opportunities  

 

Mountaintown Creek Subwatershed (Analysis Area)   

 

 

Total Miles 

Mountaintown  

Trail, for Biking 

Total Miles 

Mountaintown 

Trail within 

Riparian 

Corridor, for 

Biking 

Total Miles 

Pinhoti Trail, 

for Biking 

Total Miles 

Pinhoti Trail 

within Riparian 

Corridor, for 

Biking 

No Action (Alt 

1) 

5.6 3.4 0 0 

Alternative 2 3.9 1.8 1.2 .15 

Alternative 3 0 0 0 0 

Note:  Both trails continue to be available for hiking in all alternatives. 

 

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 
 

The current land cover for the 5,753 acre subwatershed or analysis area is mostly forested.  The 

subwatershed is 97% forest service lands with 3% or 172 acres of private land.  The private land is 

located at the bottom of the subwatershed, near the Hills Lake Development.  The large percentage of 

national forest lands in the watershed will help maintain a forested land cover.  Forested watersheds 

serve many purposes.  Acting as a living filter, forests capture rainfall, regulate stormwater and stream 

flow, filter nutrients and sediment, and stabilize soils (USDA NA-TP-03-96).  The recent stream 

inventory and biomonitoring indicate that the Mountaintown subwatershed is in good condition.   

 

This is a forested watershed with few roads.  Total road length within the analysis area (miles) and other 

details for each road are listed in table 3-6, below.  Only one segment of Three Forks road is open year 

round.   

 

TABLE 3-6.  ROAD INFORMATION WITHIN THE ANALYSIS AREA 

 

Road Name Route Number Length (miles) Status Surface Type 

Three Forks 64 1.5 1 segment open 

year round; 1 

segment open 

seasonally 

Crushed 

aggregrate or 

gravel 

Barnes Creek 304 0.4 Closed to vehicle 

traffic 

Native material 

Hills Lake 394 0.9 Decommissioned Compacted soil 

     

 

Roads and trails are potential sediment sources in any watershed.  These features are managed on the 

national forest to minimize erosion and sedimentation.  The Pinhoti relocation is expected to improve 

overall stream and riparian conditions in the vicinity of the trail segment and downstream of the 
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relocated segment.  Trail maintenance activities have occurred recently on Mountaintown Creek trail.  

The recent trail maintenance work, including work on multiple crossings, will continue to reduce overall 

erosion from the trail system.  Maintenance of roads and trails and treatment of invasive species is 

expected to continue in the future.  No new projects in the subwatershed are expected for the next 5 

years.  On national forest lands, the reasonably foreseeable future actions are considered to be the 

continuation of existing activities such as road maintenance/use and trail maintenance/use and treatment 

of invasive species.  Less intensive recreation use is proposed for lower portion of Mountaintown Creek 

trail.  Mountain bike use will be removed from the lower trail, resulting in only hiking use on this 

portion of the trail.   

 

On private lands, the foreseeable future activities are assumed to be similar to activities currently taking 

place in the watershed.  Most of the private lands within the analysis area are currently in a residential 

development land use, located near the Hills Lake Development.   

 

Cumulative effects are expected to be minimal.  Mitigation measures will be utilized to minimize the 

direct, indirect and cumulative effects for this alternative.  Mitigation measures include the use of Forest 

Plan standards, state and local erosion/sedimentation control programs, and FS trail management 

direction.  Additional mitigation measures may be applied as needed when site-specific projects are 

implemented.  All water quality regulations or criteria are expected to be met if this alternative is 

selected. 

 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3 – NO MOUNTAIN BIKING 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Angler Access Trail 

 

Ground disturbing activity in this alternative includes construction of a new 1.5 mile angler access trail.  

The direct and indirect effects of this new trail construction would be the same as described in 

Alternative 2. 

 

Pinhoti Trail Segment Relocation 

 

Relocation of the 1.5 segment of the Pinhoti would not happen if this alternative is selected.  Existing 

impacts from this poorly located trail segment would continue.  This segment is currently located on an 

old roadbed within the riparian corridor.    Elimination or improvement of existing fords would also not 

happen. 

 

Mountain Bike Use 

 

Mountaintown Creek Trail has been used by mountain bikes for approximately the past 19 years.  In this 

alternative, mountain bike use would be removed from the entire Mountaintown Creek Trail, but the 

trail would continue to be used by hikers for its entire 5.6 mile length.  It would continue to be 

categorized as a non-motorized trail with no changes to the existing trail prism.  The trail profile and 
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physical parameters will remain the same, including the existing tread and crossings, which will 

continue to be used by hikers.   

 

 Removal of mountain bike use on the trail would result in less erosional trenches that can form from 

mountain bike use because mountain bike use would be eliminated on all 22 crossings.  In alternative 2, 

mountain bike use is eliminated on 8 crossings.  These trenches can be sediment sources and indirectly 

affect aquatic habitats.  With maintenance the overall effects from stream crossings can be minimized.  

The recent heavy maintenance contract implemented on the upper trail treated 11 crossings. Treatments 

included re-grading erosional trenches and treating approaches with geotextile and #57 stone.  These 

regular treatments and maintenance are recommended for all crossings to minimize effects from erosion 

and sedimentation. 

 

The recent water quality monitoring in Mountaintown Creek, Crenshaw Branch and Heddy Creek 

indicate that water quality is good overall.  See the biological section for details of metrics and a 

comparison of the results to existing state standards.  Stream macroinvertebrate assemblages (insects) 

are good indicators of localized conditions because many macroinvertebrates have limited migration 

patterns or a sessile mode of life.  Biological criteria or indices, using macroinvertebrates, provide an 

evaluation benchmark for direct assessment of the condition of the biota that live either part or all of 

their lives in aquatic systems (Barbour et al., 1999).  Twelve macroinvertebrate samples were collected 

and analyzed for the project area.  This data set provides an excellent snap shot of current conditions and 

water quality.  These results provide an assessment of water quality in Mountaintown Creek and its 

tributaries that reflects all the different types of current and past disturbances in the Mountaintown 

Creek subwatershed.  There are natural disturbances such as high flows as well as historic disturbances 

and current activities, including recreation and maintenance.  These are all typical activities that take 

place in forested watersheds on the Chattahoochee National Forest.   

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Mountain bike use is eliminated in this alternative, but the trail system, including crossings, will remain 

in place and will be used by hikers.  Crossings will be less susceptible to erosional trenches over time, 

but effects from crossings can be minimized using mitigation measures and regular maintenance.  The 

section of the Pinhoti currently located in the riparian corridor would not be relocated and continue to 

erode over time.  The recent trail maintenance work will continue to reduce overall erosion from the trail 

system.  

  

Mitigation measures will be utilized to minimize the direct, indirect and cumulative effects for this 

alternative.  Mitigation measures include the use of Forest Plan standards, state and local 

erosion/sedimentation control programs, and FS trail management direction.  Additional mitigation 

measure may be applied as needed when site-specific projects are implemented.  All water quality 

regulations or criteria are expected to be met if this alternative is selected. 
 

 

BIOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT 

 

FOREST VEGETATION 

 

Measure: Acres of forest vegetation by forest type and age class  
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Bounds of analysis:  Spatial analysis bounds include the Mountaintown Creek watershed, a 6
th

 level 

hydrologic unit (031501020301) (Figure 4).  This area is approximately 7,970 acres of National Forest 

land within the 10,745 acre watershed.  The temporal bounds will be over the next 10-15 years. 

 

CURRENT SITUATION  

 

Virtually all of the Mountaintown Creek analysis area is forested. Elevations range from 1700 feet to 

over 3000 feet ASL. Oaks and hickories are the dominant canopy species, with white pine and mixed 

forest types comprising the remainder of the overstory vegetation.  The overstory is mostly closed-

canopied and moderately to densely stocked.  Hemlock wooly adelgid infestation is present in riparian 

area hemlock; however, hemlock mortality has not occurred at present.  Midstory vegetation is multi-

layered, consisting of a diverse array of shrubs, vines, and saplings. Ground vegetation is also diverse, 

varying in species composition depending upon site characteristics.  Seven acres within this analysis 

area are managed as permanent wildlife openings.   

Nearly the entire watershed was logged during the 1920’s and 30’s, prior to Forest Service ownership.  

Unregulated logging resulted in removal of almost all of the forests in the southern Appalachians, with 

severe erosion resulting.  This situation led to the creation of the Forest Reserve program. The majority 

of the Mountaintown Creek watershed was acquired by the federal government in the period 1935-1940 

from various timber and lumber companies and private landowners. Although pockets of old growth 

forest remains, the area today is almost completely comprised of forest 70-90 years old.  Several 

hundred acres were logged under Forest Service management during the period 1960-1980.   

Vegetation in the Mountaintown Creek area today is largely unaffected by the primary activity in the 

watershed:  recreational use, which is concentrated along the roads and trails.  Approximately 13 miles 

of trails used by hikers and mountain bikers are located in the watershed.   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

Under this alternative, there would be no direct effects to forest vegetation.  No trail construction or 

reconstruction would take place.  Existing conditions, uses, and natural processes would continue.  

Ongoing use of the trails by hikers and mountain bikers affect ground-level vegetation by trampling, 

which results in both loss of vegetative cover and change in the composition of species (fragile 

broadleaved plants are replaced by hardier grasses) (Thurston and Reader 2001). Effects to vegetation 

due to this use (trampling, bare ground) are limited to a trail width of about 1 meter.   

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

Past, present, or reasonably foreseeable activities in the analysis area affecting forest vegetation include:  

 Annual maintenance of 7 acres of existing wildlife openings by prescribed burning, herbicide 

treatment, disking, bush-hogging, or planting.  None of these areas are in the immediate vicinity 

of the trail network  
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 Periodic maintenance of existing trails (Mountaintown Creek Trail and Bear Creek trails).  

Cleaning out and/or re-building drainage structures on the trails (lead-off ditches and broad-

based dips) is done in order to prevent erosion and drainage problems. This activity disturbs 

existing vegetation on the tread.   

Under Alternative 1, no action is planned which could cumulatively affect forest vegetation in 

combination with the above activities.   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

New trail construction would affect forest vegetation in on a very small scale.  Impacts would be limited 

to the clearing of woody vegetation on a 1meter-wide tread to construct the Anger Access trail (1.5 

miles long) and a relocated segment of the Pinhoti Trail (0.6 miles long).   Vegetation clearing and 

minor excavation of the tread with a trail-building machine (a mini-excavator) would be done.  A 0.4 

mile segment of the Angler Access trail would be located on an old woods road. The trails would be laid 

out to avoid as many trees as possible, but some would be removed to accommodate the trail.  

After construction, the subsequent usage of the trail system by hikers and mountain bikers would have 

minor effects on forest vegetation, similar to the current situation. Effects would be limited to a 1-2 

meter wide corridor. Research on the effects of recreational use on trail vegetation is common in the 

literature (Yorks 1997, Cole and Bayfield 1993).  Less information is available on a comparison of the 

effects of hiking to mountain biking on trail vegetation.  Thurston and Reader (2001) studied the relative 

effects of each on experimental test plots with five types of treatment: 0, 25, 75, 200, and 500 passes 

each for hiking and mountain biking.  Before and after the treatment, they measured plant stem density, 

species richness, and soil exposure.  Data analysis revealed that there were no significant differences 

between the mountain biking and hiking plots.  They also found that impacts from were spatially 

confined to the centerline of the trail tread.   

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

No cumulative effects of this alternative in combination with the above listed past, present, or 

reasonably foreseeable future activities are expected to affect forest vegetation in any significant way.  

New trails and trail segments would be maintained on a periodic basis in conjunction with existing trails.   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3  

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

This alternative includes construction of the Angler Access Trail, but no Pinhoti relocation work.  Direct 

and indirect effects of this construction on vegetation would be the same as described in Alternative 2.  

Minor disturbance of a 1-2 meter corridor would result.   

Elimination of mountain bikers from the Mountaintown Creek trail could possibly result in a small 

increase of ground-level vegetation re-establishment on the trail tread, but because the trail would still 

be open to hikers, no significant change to vegetation is expected.  As described in Alternative 2, the 
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physical effects of hiking vs. mountain biking on vegetation have been found to be similar in most 

settings (Thurston and Reader 2001, Wilson and Seney 1994).  

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

No cumulative effects of this alternative in combination with the above listed past, present or reasonably 

foreseeable activities are expected to affect forest vegetation. 

 

THREATENED, ENDANGERED, SENSITIVE, AND LOCALLY RARE PLANTS 

 

Measure: Effects on populations and habitat conditions for terrestrial TES/LR plants  

 

Bounds of analysis:  Spatial analysis bounds include the proposed trail corridor for the Angler Access 

Trail and the proposed corridor for the Pinhoti Connector Trail (segment to be relocated). The temporal 

bounds will be over the next 10-15 years. 

CURRENT SITUATION 

Occurring within the forest communities on the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest are unique 

habitats that support many sensitive and rare plant species.  The Forest Service has compiled a list of 

149 plant species, including Federally-listed (endangered or threatened), Regional Forester’s Sensitive 

species (which are comprised of many state-listed species), and locally rare plant species that have the 

potential to occur within the Forest.  Potential for TES/LR plant species within the proposed trail 

construction zones was determined through the review of existing Forest Service records, Georgia 

Natural Heritage Program records, and botanical surveys during summer 2008.  No TES/LR plants were 

found during survey, nor did any potential habitat for rare species occur in the proposed construction 

zones. 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

This alternative would have no direct or indirect effect on rare plants. 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

No cumulative effects of this alternative in combination with the above listed past, present or reasonably 

foreseeable activities are expected to affect rare plants.  Several Forest Plan standards prevent adverse 

effects to federally listed and other rare species that occur on the Forest.   Federally listed species are 

directly protected in the Forest Plan through Goal 15, objective 15.1, and forest-wide standards FW-029 

though FW- 032, which address protection from detrimental effects of management actions and potential 

threats to these rare species. 

   

Surveys have been and continue to be conducted in portions of the Forest to determine presence and 

distribution of various small mammals, birds, amphibians and reptiles, aquatic species, and TES plants.  

The Georgia Natural Heritage Program records are checked for known occurrences of TES species in 

project areas, and close contact is maintained between the Heritage biologists and Forest Service 
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biologists for sharing of new information.  Forest Service and other records are also checked for 

occurrences.   All of this information is used to assess impacts of proposed projects.  Future 

management activities and project locations will be analyzed utilizing this information as well as any 

new information available on TES species.  Effects on federally listed species will be avoided and 

sensitive species or locally rare species will be protected where necessary to protect their viability, to 

maintain habitat for these species on the Forest, and to prevent future listing under the Endangered 

Species Act.    

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

This alternative is would have no direct or indirect effects on rare plants, because no known populations 

exist in the proposed trail corridors.  No trail construction or relocation would be done in unique 

habitats.  

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

As with Alternative 1, no cumulative effects of this alternative in combination with past, present, or 

reasonably foreseeable activities are expected to affect rare plants. No rare plants are known to exist in 

any of the existing trail corridors in the analysis area. Future management activities and project locations 

will be analyzed utilizing the most current  information available on TES/LR species.  Effects on 

federally listed species will be avoided and sensitive species and locally rare species will be protected 

where necessary to protect their viability, to maintain habitat for these species on the Forest, and to 

prevent future listing under the Endangered Species Act.   

  

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

This alternative is would have no direct, indirect, or cumulative effects on rare plants, because no known 

populations exist in the proposed trail corridor (Angler Access Trail), or any existing trail corridor in the 

analysis area.  No trail construction or relocation would be done in unique habitats.  

 

NON-NATIVE INVASIVE SPECIES 

 

Measure: Populations of non-native invasive plant species (NNIS), establishment and/or spread of 

NNIS 

 

Bounds of analysis:  Spatial analysis bounds include the areas in the immediate vicinity of the 

Mountaintown Creek Trail, the Angler Access Trail (proposed), and the Pinhoti Connector Trail 

(proposed relocation).  The temporal bounds will be over the next 10-15 years. 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

 

NNIS have been identified by the Chief of the USDA Forest Service as one of the four significant 

threats to National Forest ecosystems. NNIS are a concern because infestations of these species, both 
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plant and animal, threaten ecosystems by degrading natural habitats and decreasing biodiversity.  NNIS 

plants displace the native plants normally present.  Any animals dependent on those native plants may 

then also be displaced.  

 

NNIS infestations in the Mountaintown area are similar to most others occurring Forest-wide: they are 

concentrated in areas of human disturbance or open condition, such as roadsides, trailheads, fields, 

wildlife openings, or old homesites.  Inventories of NNIS in the proposed trail corridors were conducted 

during summer 2009.  The following species were found: Nepal grass (Microstegium vimineum), 

common burdock (Arctium minus), and English plantain (Plantago lanceolata).  All were found in low 

density, patchy distribution near the trailheads and roadsides.  Very low density infestations were found 

on the existing trail and proposed trail corridors outside the trailhead vicinity. None of them are 

considered to have a high I-rank (a score given invasive species regarding their degree of threat to native 

biodiversity). 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

  

This alternative will perpetuate the current conditions.  The NNIS listed above will continue to grow and 

spread by means of natural mechanisms such as seed dispersal by hikers, bikers, birds and other animals, 

wind, and water.  Periodic maintenance of existing trails would continue; this activity has the potential 

to spread NNIS if present.  With the no action alternative, there would be no new soil disturbance, 

increase of sunlight into the understory, or operation of equipment across sites containing NNIS, all of 

which can be conducive to spread of NNIS.  Natural disturbances causing tree fall and resulting canopy 

gaps may provide additional habitat into which NNIS can become established, especially when adjacent 

to already infested sites.  

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Because NNIS will continue to spread even in the absence of ground disturbance, cumulative effects of 

the no-action alternative would be much the same as those listed above.   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Trail construction would likely have minor effects on NNIS infestations.  NNIS could be spread within 

the 1-2 meter wide trail corridor by the machinery used to excavate the tread, if existing infestations are 

traversed by the machinery. The potential for native vegetation displacement by NNIS exists, but the 

threat is limited by several factors: 1) the lack of sunlight in the forested trail environment, 2) the harsh 

environment of the trail due to hiker/biker trampling, 3) the biology of the NNIS species present in the 

local area (lack of aggressive, invasive tendencies), and 4) the prompt seeding of disturbed soils with 

native or non-invasive non-native seed.  NNIS currently exist in patchy distribution, and this situation 

would likely persist.   
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CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

These proposed trails, if constructed, would have trail maintenance performed on a regular basis.  This 

activity would involve minor ground disturbance, which could increase the likelihood of NNIS 

infestation.  However, the same factors limiting this threat when the trails are originally constructed (see 

Direct and Indirect Effects section above) would be effective in limiting the effect following trail 

maintenance. Existing and future NNIS infestations, if present, could be treated with appropriate 

methods (including herbicides) following site-specific evaluation.   

 

No other past, present, or reasonably foreseeable future actions are planned in the trail corridors which 

could cumulatively result in an increase in NNIS.  

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

This alternative includes construction of the Angler Access Trail, but no Pinhoti relocation work.  Direct 

and indirect effects of this construction on NNIS would be the same as described in Alternative 2.   

Elimination of mountain bikers from the Mountaintown Creek trail would possibly result in a small 

increase of ground-level vegetation re-establishment on the trail tread, but because the trail would still 

be open to hikers, no significant change to vegetation (including NNIS) is expected.  As described in 

Alternative 2, the physical effects of hiking vs. mountain biking on vegetation have been found to be 

similar in most settings (Thurston and Reader 2001, Wilson and Seney 1994).  Mountain bikers are not 

known to spread NNIS to a higher degree than hikers (Pickering et. al 2009). 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

The Angler Access Trail, if constructed, would have trail maintenance performed on a regular basis.  

This activity would involve minor ground disturbance, which could increase the likelihood of NNIS 

infestation.  However, the same factors limiting this threat when the trails are originally constructed (see 

Direct and Indirect Effects section above) would be effective in limiting the effect during trail 

maintenance. Existing and future NNIS infestations, if present, could be treated with appropriate 

methods (including herbicides) following site-specific evaluation.   

 

No other past, present, or reasonably foreseeable future actions are planned in the trail corridors which 

could cumulatively result in an increase in NNIS.  

 

TERRESTRIAL WILDLIFE 

 

MANAGEMENT INDICATOR SPECIES (MIS) 

 

Measure: Effects on populations and habitat conditions for individual MIS  

 

Bounds of analysis:  Spatial analysis bounds include the Mountaintown Creek watershed, a 6
th

 level 

hydrologic unit (031501020301). This area is approximately 7,970 acres of National Forest land within a 

10,745 acre total watershed.  The temporal bounds will be over the next 10-15 years. 
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CURRENT SITUATION 

 

The Forest Plan identified certain species present in the Chattahoochee National Forest as MIS (USDA 

Forest Service 2004a).  These species were selected as MIS to help assess the effects of forest 

management on various habitat conditions, such as early-successional habitat or riparian habitat.  Fifteen 

wildlife species are listed in the Forest Plan as terrestrial management indicator species for habitats they 

represent.  Of the 15 species listed, only eight potentially occur within the project area. The MIS that 

were evaluated for this project are presented in Table 3-7. 

 

TABLE 3-7.  TERRESTRIAL MANAGEMENT INDICATOR SPECIES 

 

Mountaintown Creek Analysis Area 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following summarizes habitat requirements and population trends for each MIS species: 

 Chestnut-sided warbler.  A disturbance-dependent species found at high elevations, its 

populations are in decline on the CONF.  Suitable habitat in the Mountaintown Creek area is 

extremely scarce.    

 Ovenbird. The ovenbird was selected to represent species associated with interior forest 

habitats. This bird is common on the Chattahoochee National Forest with relative abundance 

trends from bird point-count monitoring data showing a high number of occurrences for this 

species. This species is common in the Mountaintown Creek project area.  

 Scarlet tanager. The scarlet tanager represents those species associated with mature upland 

hardwood habitats. The scarlet tanager prefers mature deciduous forests usually in the uplands 

with a relatively closed canopy (Hamel 1992). According to bird survey data, this species has a 

fairly high occurrence on the Forest and the population is considered stable (M&E Report 2007). 

The Mountaintown Creek area provides an abundance of its preferred habitat.  

 Acadian flycatcher. The Acadian flycatcher, a neotropical migrant, was selected to represent 

those species associated with mature riparian habitats. Population trends gathered from bird 

survey data indicates that this species is fairly stable with slight increases in the abundance 

trends over the last four years (M&E Report 2007). The forest, including Mountaintown Creek, 

contains an abundance of riparian habitat suitable for the Acadian flycatcher.  

 Pileated woodpecker. The pileated woodpecker was selected to represent the primary 

excavators and secondary cavity users of mature forest habitats. This species utilizes large snags 

for nesting and forages on these snags as well as other fallen trees. Survey data for the pileated 

woodpecker shows that this species is stable on the Forest and in the State.  Recent infestations 

of southern pine beetle have resulted in more dead and dying trees, which benefit snag- and 

Management Indicator Species Habitat Represented 

Chestnut-sided warbler High Elevation, Early Successional Forests 

Ovenbird Forest Interior 

Scarlet Tanager Upland Oak Forests 

Acadian Flycatcher Riparian Forest 

Pileated Woodpecker Snags/Mature Forest 

Hooded Warbler Mature Deciduous Forest 

White-tailed deer Demand Species 

Black bear Demand Species 



Mountaintown Creek Trail Access EA 

 

35 

 

cavity-dependent species such as pileated woodpecker.  Mountaintown Creek watershed 

provides an abundance of older age forests. 

 Hooded warbler. The hooded warbler was selected to represent those species that utilize mature 

deciduous forest. This species inhabits mature mixed hardwood forests with a rich understory 

layer, sometimes in the deciduous understory of mature pine forests (Hamel 1992). Data 

collected annually indicates that hooded warbler numbers are increasing slightly on the Forest 

and within the state. This is due to an increase in the amount of older hardwood stands available 

on the Forest.  The Mountaintown Creek area provides an abundance of its preferred habitat.  

 White-tailed deer. The white-tailed deer was selected as a MIS to represent game species on the 

Chattahoochee National Forest.  Within the mountains of Georgia, the white-tailed deer densities 

range from 10 to 30 deer per square mile as opposed to 20 to 70 deer per square mile in the 

Piedmont. This is due to the reduced amount of early-successional habitat, poorer soil fertility, 

and inconsistent mast production. According to deer harvest data, the white-tailed deer 

populations of Georgia are fairly stable, with harvest levels decreasing in the mountains (M&E 

Report 2007).  Deer density in the Mountaintown Creek analysis area is low. 

 Black bear. This species was selected as a MIS to represent game species on the Chattahoochee 

National Forest. It is common on the Chattahoochee National Forest, and harvest levels continue 

to increase.  This species is abundant in the Mountaintown Creek analysis area due to habitat 

quality and limited hunter access.    

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

There would be no direct or indirect effects to MIS under this alternative.  No trail construction would 

take place.  Existing conditions (including recreational use) and natural processes would persist. 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

Under Alternative 1, no action is planned which could cumulatively affect forest MIS in combination 

with ongoing activities in the area (see forest vegetation section for past, present, and reasonably 

foreseeable activities).   

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

Direct effects of the trail construction on the MIS would be minor because all are very mobile and would 

retreat from the area during construction activities.  Noise from the machinery and human presence 

would likely cause avoidance of the area for breeding, nesting, feeding, and other activities during 

construction.  After construction, the potential exists for increased use of the area by recreational users, 

causing impacts to individual MIS, but again, these individuals would likely avoid the trail during high 

usage, minimizing encounters.  Indirect effects would not include any real improvement in hunter access 

to the area, as no new vehicular access is planned; the impact on black bear and white-tailed deer should 

change very little.  Direct or indirect effects to MIS habitat would be extremely minor when viewed 

from a Forest-level perspective.  Changes to forest vegetation, i.e. habitat components for the MIS, 

would be negligible.   
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CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

Suitable habitat for the MIS is found throughout the Forest.  Continued management of the Forest 

according to the Forest Plan will provide the necessary habitats to maintain MIS population goals.  The 

relatively minor impacts to the trail corridor combined with other activities such as that affecting forest 

vegetation (see section above) are not expected to result in cumulative adverse impacts to any of the 

MIS.   

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3  

DIRECT, INDIRECT, AND CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Effects of this alternative on MIS are similar to that discussed in relation to Alternative 2.  No special 

habitats for any of the MIS are present in the project area.  As with Alternative 2, this alternative in 

combination with ongoing activities in the area (see forest vegetation section for past, present, and 

reasonably foreseeable activities) is unlikely to cumulatively affect the MIS. 

 

THREATENED, ENDANGERED, SENSITIVE, AND LOCALLY RARE TERRESTRIAL 

WILDLIFE SPECIES 

 

Measure: Effects on populations and habitat conditions for terrestrial TES/LR species  

 

Bounds of analysis:  Spatial analysis bounds include the Mountaintown Creek watershed, a 6
th

 level 

hydrologic unit (031501020301). This area is approximately 7,970 acres of National Forest land within a 

10,745 acre total watershed.  The temporal bounds will be over the next 10-15 years. 

CURRENT SITUATION 

Several TES/LR terrestrial species are known to occur or could potentially occur within the project area.  

Two sensitive species and two locally rare species are addressed in this analysis (Table Y).  This was 

determined by: 1) consulting Forest Service inventory records, 2) consulting Georgia Natural Heritage 

Program (GNHP) records and reviewing current lists per quarter-quad and county, 3) ongoing 

interactions with GNHP, Forest Service, and other agency biologists, and 4) various scientific references 

such as technical manuals, bulletins, articles, herbarium records, NatureServe information, and others.  

The following provides a brief description of preferred habitat and known distribution for each species 

known to occur or with potential to occur in the project area.  

 

Rafinesque’s big-eared bat 

 

This rare and little known bat ranges widely throughout the southeastern U.S., but is abundant nowhere 

(Georgia Department of Natural Resources 2008).  Its status in Georgia is R (rare).  There are no historic 

records for this species in Gilmer County (i.e. the Mountaintown Creek vicinity).  It is associated with 

mature forests near permanent water (Harvey 1992).  It hibernates in man-made structures, in caves, or 

mines either singly or in small colonies.  No known hibernaculum or materity habitat is present in the 

Mountaintown area.  In the summer, male big-eared bats may roost in hollow trees (Harvey 1992), 

which are common on the Forest.  
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Diana fritillary butterfly 

 

The Diana fritillary occurs throughout the Southern Appalachians, inhabiting pine and deciduous forests 

near streams.  Roads and other openings in moist woods provide nectar plants for this butterfly 

(Broadwell 1992). Because it uses a variety of forest types including both pine and hardwood forests of 

varying successional stages, nearly the entire Forest (750,000 acres) provides suitable habitat  The Diana 

is a species of special concern in Georgia due to its relative rarity (S2 ranking) (Georgia Department of 

Natural Resources 2008). 

 

Pygmy shrew 

 

This small mammal is distributed throughout Canada, Alaska, and the northern US, with disjunct 

populations in the Appalachians. It is known from several north Georgia counties, including Gilmer 

(GNHP, NatureServe 2010).  It is considered stable throughout its range, but is considered imperiled in 

Georgia because of its rarity (S2 ranking )(Trani et al. 2007).   This species could occur in moist, open 

sites in the Mountaintown  Creek area. 

 

Northern pine snake 

 

This species is known from several counties in north and central Georgia (NatureServe 2008). Never 

abundant in Georgia, they are a species of special concern (an S2 ranking) because of their rarity 

(Georgia Department of Natural Resources 2008).  This species is found in dry, upland pine forests 

where they spend much of their time underground.  This species has potential to occur in the 

Mountaintown Creek area but is hard to detect.  

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

There would be no direct effects to terrestrial TES/LR as a result of this alternative.  No trail 

construction or relocation would take place.  Existing conditions (including current recreational uses and 

periodic maintenance) and natural processes would persist.   

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Under Alternative 1, no action is planned which could cumulatively affect terrestrial TES/LR in 

combination with ongoing activities in the area (see forest vegetation section for past, present, and 

reasonably foreseeable activities).   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

No special habitats related to any of these species are known to exist in the proposed trail corridor 

vicinities.  Direct effects of the trail construction on the terrestrial TES/LR species, if present, would be 

minor because all are mobile and would retreat from the area during construction activities.  Noise from 

the machinery and human presence would likely cause avoidance of the area for breeding, nesting, 
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feeding, and other activities during construction.  After construction, the potential exists for increased 

use of the area by recreational users, causing impacts to individual animals, but again, these individuals 

would likely avoid the trail during high usage, minimizing encounters.   Direct or indirect effects to 

TES/LR animals’ habitat would be extremely minor when viewed from a Forest-level perspective.  

Changes to forest vegetation, i.e. habitat components for the species, would be negligible. 

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Under Alternative 2, the proposed action (trail construction, trail relocation) in combination with 

ongoing activities in the area (see forest vegetation section for past, present, and reasonably foreseeable 

activities) is unlikely to cumulatively affect terrestrial TES/LR.  

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3  

DIRECT, INDIRECT, AND CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Effects of this alternative on terrestrial TES/LR species are similar to that discussed in relation to 

Alternative 2.  No special habitats are present in the project area.  As with Alternative 2, this alternative 

in combination with ongoing activities in the area (see forest vegetation section for past, present, and 

reasonably foreseeable activities) is unlikely to cumulatively affect terrestrial TES/LR.  

 

AQUATIC RESOURCES 

 

Measure: Effects on habitat conditions and populations of associated aquatic species  

 

Bounds of analysis:  Spatial analysis bounds include the segment of Mountaintown Creek (and its 

tributaries Crenshaw Branch and Heddy Creek) from the headwaters to County Road 65 (Gates Chapel 

Road), within the 6
th

 level hydrologic unit (031501020301). The temporal bounds will be over the next 

10-15 years. 

CURRENT SITUATION 

 

Mountaintown Creek is considered one of Georgia’s high priority streams due to its aquatic 

communities (Georgia DNR 2005).  It is one of the primary streams in the Coosawattee River drainage 

and part of a unique aquatic region known as the upper Coosa River Basin.  No other aquatic region in 

North America has a higher proportion of endemic species.  Over 30 species of fish, mussels, snails, and 

crayfish are endemic to the region (CRBI 2007). 

 

The aquatic fauna in Mountaintown Creek is well known.  Inventories have been conducted by Forest 

Service and Georgia Department of Natural Resources biologists and university scientists over the past 

30 to 40 years (Georgia DNR Stream Team data, Forest Service records, Etnier 2002).  Mountaintown 

Creek’s headwaters originate in the Chattahoochee National Forest, where numerous small, clear, cold-

water streams begin a 20-mile run to the Coosawattee.  Fish species richness is low in the headwaters.  

Creek chub and rainbow trout are the most abundant fish species; salamanders and aquatic insects 

supply the diversity.  As elevation and gradients decrease and stream size increases, the fish fauna 

becomes richer.  Sculpins, darters, minnows, shiners, and freshwater lampreys begin to occur.  Above 

the Hills Lake reservoir, Mountaintown Creek has transitioned into a large, fast-flowing stream with the 
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addition of warm-water fish such as redeye bass and various sunfish species.  Below the privately-

owned reservoir, the stream winds its way across national forest once more, converging with Bear 

Creek, then onto private land.  Several miles downstream, habitat becomes suitable for the federally-

listed goldline darter, rare crayfish, and other low-gradient stream fauna.    

 

TABLE 3-8.  FISH AND OTHER KNOWN AQUATIC FAUNA  

 

Mountaintown Creek and its tributaries from the headwaters to County Road 65 (Gates Chapel 

Road) (Freeman 1994, Etnier 2002, Forest Service records, Georgia DNR records). LR= locally 

rare, S=sensitive 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mountaintown Creek has been recognized as a “blue ribbon” trout stream by fly-fishing enthusiasts, and 

a primary trout stream by Georgia DNR.  The watershed is almost completely forested, with summer 

water temperatures rarely exceeding 68 degrees F.  Aquatic insect diversity is high. Trout Unlimited, in 

partnership with the Forest Service, has installed approximately 80 stream structures in Mountaintown 

Creek over the past 25 years.  The need for this type of habitat improvement was evident because of the 

condition of the stream segment above Hills Lake.  Prior to Forest Service ownership, the stream was 

mined for gravel, which, in combination with the “legacy” sediment loads present, eliminated natural 

stream characteristics and habitat diversity.  The addition of stream structures provided added water 

depth, cover, and large woody debris, which functions as a grazing surface and food source for microbes 

and aquatic invertebrates.  Sediments and organic matter in the channel are trapped and stored by debris 

dams and are more readily available for processing by insects and other organisms.  This work has 

dramatically increased Mountaintown Creek’s trout population, and both reproduction and fish size have 

improved (Forest Service records).  Healthy trout populations are present both above and below the Hills 

Lake reservoir, and upstream into the headwaters of Mountaintown Creek.  Healthy, reproducing trout 

populations are indicative of good water quality.  Young trout, for example (indicating a reproducing 

population), are found in streams where riffle habitats lack fine sediments (Meyer et al. 2005). 

Sedimentation can also negatively affect invertebrate organisms, which trout and other aquatic species 

feed on.  Fine sediments can fill in (embed) coarse substrates and negatively affect aquatic habitat.  

Preventing stream sedimentation is one of the primary purposes of riparian corridor protection included 

Common Name Scientific Name  Status 

Largescale stoneroller Campostoma oligolepis  

Banded sculpin Cottus sp.  

Holiday darter Etheostoma brevirostrum S 

Alabama hogsucker Hypentelium etowanum  

Southern brook lamprey Ichthyomyzon gagei  

Bluegill sunfish Lepomis macrochirus  

Redeye bass Micropterus coosae  

Black redhorse  Moxostoma duquesnei  

Rainbow trout Oncorhynchus mykiss  

Bronze darter Percina palmaris LR 

Brown trout Salmo trutta  

Creek chub Semotilus atromaculatus  
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in Forest Plan standards.  Riparian corridors on all Chattahoochee National Forest streams are managed 

under the Riparian Corridor Prescription (11).  Corridor widths are a minimum of 100 feet on each side 

of all perennial and intermittent streams (Forest Service 2004a p. 3-226).   

 

Sediments are present in Mountaintown Creek, Crenshaw Branch, and Heddy Branch in many of their 

pools.  Potential sources include natural sediments within the streams due to the area’s sedimentary 

soils, and “legacy” sediments from logging activities.  Unregulated logging in the early 20
th

 century led 

to severe impacts to aquatic habitat in southern Appalachian streams.  Destabilization of stream channels 

and deposition of sediment resulted in decreased habitat for aquatic fauna.  Restoration of the forest 

through natural regeneration and planting has stabilized soils and reduced erosion, but this activity 

contributed unknown amounts of fine sediments to stream channels.   

 

Other potential sediment source includes the existing Mountaintown Creek Trail.  The trail’s footprint is 

probably an old logging road, perhaps even a railroad grade. The trail follows Mountaintown Creek and 

Crenshaw Branch closely, crossing the streams multiple times.  Stream crossings can be potential 

sediment sources, especially if approaches are not hardened sufficiently or other mitigating measures 

utilized.  Because trails (both hiker-only and mountain bike and hike) can contribute sediment to streams 

and degrade stream quality, the condition of the trail and especially the stream crossings are a concern 

for managers.  An inventory of the stream crossings on Mountaintown Creek Trail was conducted during 

summer 2009.  Characteristics of the crossings such as substrate type and current conditions were noted.  

This information is displayed in Table 3-4 in the Water Resources section.  

 

The following mitigations are in place on the Mountaintown Creek trail: 

 

 Water diversion structures.  Broad-based or rolling dips are constructed throughout the length of 

the trail in order to divert water off the trail and into the vegetated buffer.  These structures are 

also located immediately before and after each stream crossing to keep water from being 

funneled off the trail and into the stream.  Lead-off ditches filled with rock are constructed as 

outlets at the base of the dips.  These ditches filter sediments from the water being diverted off 

the trail. 

 

 Hardened approaches.  Geotextile material filled with gravel or gravel alone is in place on many 

of the approaches to the stream crossings.  This reduces the availability of sediment from the trail 

into the stream.   

 

Maintenance of these structures is necessary to retain their function.  The rolling dips in the trail 

eventually wear down, the ditches and other water outlets become filled, and the stream fords become 

soft or steep. Maintenance of a portion of the Mountaintown Creek Trail was accomplished during 

summer 2009 with a contractor. Dips were repaired, lead-off ditches were cleaned out, and trail ford 

approaches were re-armoured (a small excavator was used to replace Geo-web and gravel).  Disturbed 

soils were seeded and mulched, rock was placed in ditch outlets in order to filter runoff, and hay bales 

were staked in areas where disturbance was near the stream.  Short-term, localized soil movement 

occurred following a heavy rain during the contract period, but effects were minimized as much as 

possible by reseeding, mulching, and additional hay bale placement.  In the long term, these 

maintenance activities will improve trail drainage and reduce sediment inputs.  
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There are four stream crossings on the Pinhoti Connector Trail (the trail connecting Mountaintown 

Creek Trail and the Pinhoti Trail).   This trail is currently hiker only.  Two of the crossings are on a 

perennial, unnamed tributary to Mountaintown Creek; the other two are on a small feeder stream to the 

unnamed tributary.  All four crossings are natural fords; no construction materials are present.  One of 

the crossings is fairly steep, the others are relatively flat.  The existing trail is in the riparian corridor.    

 

SUMMARY OF CATT TEAM INVENTORIES, 2009 

 

In order to assess the current condition of the stream and its water quality within the project area, the 

Forest Service requested assistance from the Southern Research Station, Center for Aquatic Technology 

Transfer (CATT) team with stream habitat and macroinvertebrate inventories during September 2009.  

Habitat parameters and macroinvertebrates were inventoried on Mountaintown Creek and Crenshaw 

Branch due to the Mountaintown Trail’s proximity, and for comparison, on Heddy Creek, a stream in 

the drainage with no trail along its length.  

 

Macroinvertebrate Inventory 

 

Methods 

 

Benthic macroinvertebrates are often used to assess the biological conditions of streams (Barbour et. al 

1999).  They are present in all types of aquatic habitats, and they have a wide range of requirements and 

sensitivities to environmental stressors, including sediment. This sensitivity is enhanced because they 

are fairly sedentary (cannot migrate away from pollutants) and long-lived, making them good indicators 

that a pollutant is present (Voshell et al. 1989).   These biological data provide a snapshot of stream 

conditions and water quality in the project area, and can provide a baseline for future monitoring. Each 

site was sampled one time, in 2009. With only one sample, it is impossible to assess trends, and overall 

stream health is also difficult to determine.  However, these indices can be compared to a Georgia 

Environmental Protection Division (GAEPD) report of reference stream conditions for the Blue Ridge 

Ecoregion.  Several macroinvertebrate indices were used by GAEPD, including the North Carolina 

Biotic Index (NCBI).  The NCBI was developed by David Lenat and the North Carolina Division of 

Environmental Management to establish water quality ratings for streams (Lenat 1993).  The remaining 

indices are standard taxonomic-based criteria often used in rapid bioassessment protocols.  A full 

description of each of these indices can be found in Barbour et al. (1999).  

 

Macroinvertebrates were collected at 12 sites within four reaches in the project area (see Figure V 

below).  These sites were selected with a random number generator in MS Excel.  Using ArcGIS, 

coordinates were associated with the sites so they could be located in the field with a GPS unit: 

 

 Reach 1 (Mountaintown Creek) USFS Boundary to Dyer Creek 

 Reach 2 (Mountaintown Creek) Dyer Creek confluence to Heddy Creek  

 Reach 3 (Crenshaw Branch) Confluence with Heddy Creek to unnamed tributary 

 Reach 4 (Heddy Creek) Confluence with Crenshaw Branch to Betty Creek 

 

Each site consisted of a 100 m-long segment, with samples taken every 3 meters for a total of 33 

samples per site.  Samples were collected by a two-person crew using a D frame dipnet.  One person 

held the dipnet on the streambed with the opening facing upstream and timed the other crewmember, 
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who disturbed the substrate by lifting and rubbing debris and/or agitating the substrate in front of the 

dipnet for five seconds.   All 33 samples per site were combined to form a single composite sample for 

each site.  Samples were preserved in ethyl alcohol and identification was performed by Dr. Reese 

Voshell, Department of Entomology, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University.    

 

 

FIGURE 5.  LOCATION OF HABITAT INVENTORIES (BVET) 

 

Macroinvertebrate sample sites on Mountaintown Creek, Crenshaw Branch, and Heddy Creek 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Results 

 

Metrics were calculated to summarize the macroinvertebrate assemblage at each site.  These metrics are 

measures of species richness, composition, tolerance to pollutants, functional feeding group, and habit. 

The following table (3-9) displays the Mountaintown, Crenshaw, and Heddy metric indices which can 

be compared to that of the reference streams (Table 3-10): 
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TABLE 3-9.  SIX METRIC MACROINVERTEBRATE INDICES 

 

 Mountaintown Creek, Heddy Creek, and Crenshaw Branch sample sites (CATT report 2009) 

  

 

This macroinvertebrate data can be compared with data collected at reference sites.  A framework of 

subecoregions has been developed in order to standardize the recording of biological and habitat 

information depicting “reference” conditions within the state. Georgia EPD selects unimpaired or least-

impacted streams or reference sites within each subecoregion in Georgia.  A number of multi-metric 

macroinvertebrate indices have been developed for use in each subecoregion, for comparison with other 

streams. Subecoregion 66g has five reference sites.  The following table displays the six major 

macroinvertebrate metric indices for these reference sites (range, mean, and median values). 

 

TABLE 3-10.  MACROINVERTEBRATE METRIC RESULTS 

 

Taken from the five reference sites in subecoregion 66g (GAEPD 2010) 
 

Metric Mean Median Range 

EPT Taxa 27.4 27 11-35 
% Chironomidae 17.4 22.5 3.6-23.75 

NCBI 4 3.9 3.3-4.7 
% Dominant Individuals 10.5 9.9 6.4-16.5 

Scraper Taxa 6.8 7 3-10 

% Clinger  52.6 52.4 26.4-79.9 

 

 

The metrics for tolerance includes an index of tolerance, the NBCI.  Scores below 4 are ranked as 

“excellent”, indicating the species present are intolerant of pollutants.  Higher NCBI scores would 

indicate a higher percentage of species tolerant of pollutants (i.e. poorer water quality).  Each sample 

 

Site 

EPT 

Taxa 

%  

Chironomidae 

 

NCBI 

%Dominant 

Individuals 

Scraper 

Taxa 

 

% 

Clinger 

Mountaintown Site 1 10 3 3.6 22 2 56 

Mountaintown Site 2 14 13 3.4 17 7 55 

Mountaintown Site 3 20 25 3.7 25 6 45 

Mountaintown Site 4 15 19 3.0 20 6 37 

Mountaintown Site 5 19 16 3.9 16 6 58 

Mountaintown Site 6 11 18 2.6 18 5 25 

Heddy Creek Site 7 18 16 3.1 18 6 50 

Heddy Creek Site 8 16 6 2.6 20 7 16 

Heddy Creek Site 9 22 9 3.0 14 7 54 

Crenshaw Br Site 10 22 8 3.3 15 6 49 

Crenshaw Br Site 11 22 18 2.9 18 8 53 

Crenshaw Br Site 12 17 9 2.4 12 6 48 
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site on Mountaintown Creek, Crenshaw Branch, and Heddy Creek was given a water quality rating of 

“excellent” based on the NCBI.  The reference sites had a range of 3.3 to 4.7 (Table 3-9). 

 

 

FIGURE 6.  NCBI RESULTS CATT REPORT, 2009 

 

Mountain Creek, Crenshaw Branch, and Heddy Creek 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The NCBI is not sensitive to impacts from sedimentation, however (Overton 2006).  Metrics such as 

“percent clingers” are better indices for sediment impacts.  Macroinvertebrates can be categorized by 

habit, into burrowers, scrapers, shredders, crawlers, and clingers.  Researchers have found that increased 

sedimentation reduces the overall relative abundance of clingers because they have less available habitat 

(unembedded cobble). High percentages of clingers indicate low sediment levels (Longing et al. 2009).  

This metric ranged from 26 to almost 80% in the reference streams (mean = 52.6).  The Mountaintown 

Creek, Crenshaw Branch, and Heddy Creek scores ranged from 16 to 58% (mean 45.5).  This metric 

varied widely within and among the three streams, suggesting localized sediment impacts, but within the 

range of that found in the reference streams.    

 

Species richness is indicated by the number of EPT taxa (mayflies, stoneflies, caddisflies) at each 

sample site.  EPT are indicators of high water quality. This metric ranged from 10 to 22 on the 12 

sample sites; reference sites ranged from 11 to 35 (Table C).  These results indicate that water quality on 

Heddy Creek (without hike/bike trails) is similar to that on Crenshaw Branch and Mountaintown Creek, 

as well as on reference streams.   

 

Habitat Assessment 
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Methods 

 

A basinwide visual estimation technique (BVET) was performed on Mountaintown Creek, Crenshaw 

Branch, and Heddy Creek (Dolloff et al. 1993).  Habitat units such as pool depths, dominant and 

subdominant substrates, percent fines, and large wood were recorded.  Stream features such as 

waterfalls, tributaries, bridges, landslides, fords, culverts, and others were noted and GPS coordinates 

recorded (CATT report 2009).  

Results 

 

Mountaintown Creek is 83% riffle habitat (i.e. fast-water) and 17% pools (slow-water) with large 

wood distributed throughout the reach.  Within pools the most frequently occurring substrate was cobble 

(dominant) and sand (subdominant).  Fifty-two percent of pools had fines (sand, silt, or clay) covering 

31-60% of the streambed, no pools were covered with >60% fines.  Ninety-two percent of the riffle 

habitat had <30% fines. Potential sources of fine sediment were fords and several localized occurrences 

of stream-bank erosion.  Mountaintown Creek Trail fords the stream three times.  

 

Crenshaw Branch is 88% riffle habitat and 12% pools.  Large wood is common throughout.  Within 

pools, the most frequently occurring substrate was sand.  Within riffles, it was cobble.  Forty-four 

percent of pools had fines covering 31-60% of the streambed, 9% of pools were covered with >60% 

fines.  Riffle habitat had <30% fines.   

Potential sources of fine sediment were fords, stream bank erosion, and inactive road/trail-bank erosion.  

Crenshaw Branch is forded six times by the Mountaintown Creek Trail and localized streambank and 

road-bank erosion was observed. 

 

Heddy Creek is 86% riffle habitat and 14% pools.  Large wood was distributed throughout the reach.  

Within pools, the dominant substrates were small gravel (dominant) and cobble (subdominant). Within 

riffles, cobble was dominant and small gravel subdominant.  Fifteen percent of the pools had fines 

covering 31-60% of the streambed and 9% of the pools were covered with >60% fines.  Riffle habitat 

had <30% fines.  Potential sources of fine sediment were fords and feral hog wallows.  Heddy Creek is 

forded one time by the Mountaintown Creek Trail (at the confluence with Crenshaw Branch) and five 

times by an old logging road occasionally used by anglers.   

 

Discussion 

 

Overall, habitat units within Mountaintown Creek, Crenshaw Branch, and Heddy Creek were found to 

be very similar.   Dominant substrate in each stream’s riffle habitat was cobble, and large wood was 

distributed throughout the reach.  None of the pools had organic matter, silt, or clay as dominant or 

subdominant substrate.  Each stream was characterized as being approximately 85% riffle habitat (i.e. 

fast water), the remainder being pools.  This low pool- to- riffle ratio indicates localized sediment effects 

resulting from a combination of “legacy” sediment and localized inputs from existing fords and eroding 

streambanks. Sand was the most common type of fine sediment in all three streams.  Each of the streams 

had localized sediment sources (fords, streambank erosion, hog wallows).  The percentage of fines in 

Heddy Creek pools was similar to that in the other streams, although the Mountaintown Creek Trail 

(with mountain bike and hiker use) does not traverse or ford Heddy Creek (other than at its confluence 

with Crenshaw Branch).  
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The macroinvertebrate data within the three streams were also very similar.  Metrics for all three streams 

are also similar to those found in the least-impacted or reference streams in the same sub-ecoregion.  

There was some variation in the metric that best measures sediment effects (percent clinger), which 

could indicate that sediment is a factor in localized areas in the limited pool habitat.  All the metrics 

indicate that good water quality exists in all three streams, and that the presence or absence of a trail 

traversing the stream does not result in changes to the macroinvertebrate community, in this case at 

least. 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

This alternative would perpetuate existing conditions and uses.  There would be no trail construction or 

relocation and no elimination of stream crossings.  Indirect effects of this alternative on aquatic habitats 

would include the continued use of the Mountaintown Trail by mountain bikers and hikers.  These 

activities have very similar effects on soils, vegetation, and the stream crossings.  Localized sediment 

inputs would continue at some of the stream crossings, any other eroding streambanks, and as a result of 

hog wallowing and rooting in side channels and the riparian corridor.   Periodic trail maintenance would 

continue; hardening approaches to stream crossings and maintaining effective drainage on the trail 

surface positively affects aquatic habitats by reducing sediment inputs. 

 

The Pinhoti Connector Trail would remain in its current location.  None of the stream crossings on that 

trail would be improved or eliminated.   

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions which could potentially affect aquatic resources 

in combination with this alternative include past logging activity in the watershed resulting in unknown 

amounts of “legacy” sediment in streams, and naturally occurring events such as hog wallowing and 

rooting, wind damage, or flooding (with resulting uprooting of trees and associated sedimentation).  

Hemlock wooly adelgid (HWA) infestation is expected to kill hemlocks in the Mountaintown Creek 

drainage within the next 5-10 years. The addition of large woody debris would be positive, but the 

increased water temperatures expected and sedimentation due to tree fall would negatively affect aquatic 

resources.  At the scale involved, none of these actions would be likely to significantly affect aquatic 

resources. 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

This alternative includes the construction of an Angler-Access trail from the parking lot at the Bear Creek 

dispersed camping area to the section of Mountaintown Creek where stream structures have been constructed 

(between Dyer Creek and the Forest boundary).  This trail would be for foot traffic only. This construction 

could potentially affect aquatic resources at the segment crossing an unnamed tributary to Mountaintown 

Creek, but construction design parameters would mitigate this effect. Trail construction activities would be 

accomplished in accordance with current Manual for Erosion and Sediment Control in Georgia, applicable 

state or local erosion control and stream buffer regulations, and the current Forest Service Trail handbook 
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direction (Forest Plan p. 3-179).  This activity would have minor, short-term effects, if any, on aquatic 

habitat or populations in the unnamed tributary or Mountaintown Creek.  This activity would not affect 

aquatic resources at the southern terminus of the Angler Access Trail, near the Bear Creek/Mountaintown 

Creek confluence, because trail construction will be limited to brush clearing in that area (the trail will be 

built on an old roadbed). Indirect effects would not include any major increase in trout fishing pressure 

on Mountaintown Creek, as no new vehicular access is planned.   
 

This alternative also includes the relocation of a 0.6 mile section of the Pinhoti Connector Trail, moving the 

trail from its current location on an old roadbed onto the sideslope which is farther away from a 

perennial stream.  The old roadbed would be closed with downed trees, logs, and brush barriers once the 

trail relocation was completed.  Moving this segment of the Connector Trail would benefit aquatic 

resources in the unnamed tributary to Mountaintown Creek, by eliminating two existing stream fords 

and improving the two remaining fords.  The construction of the new trail segment would be 

accomplished in accordance to Forest Service and applicable state and local regulations.  After 

construction, the Pinhoti Connector Trail would be open to use by mountain bikers as well as hikers.  

This additional amount of traffic is expected to be essentially one-way (upper Mountaintown to Bear 

Creek, north to south) due to the steep grades in the other direction.  The trail would be designed for use 

by both user groups, and effects to aquatic resources would be similar for both user groups.  Stream 

crossings and other drainage structures should be maintained in order to reduce sediment inputs to the 

stream.  

 

Other activities potentially affecting aquatic resources are the restriction of mountain bikes to the upper 

3.9 miles of the Mountaintown Creek Trail, eliminating use of the lower 1.7 miles by mountain bikers.  

Eight existing stream crossings (three on Mountaintown Creek and five on side drains) - from the 

relocated Pinhoti Connector Trail/Mountaintown Creek Trail intersection to the Forest Service boundary 

to the south - would become hiker-only crossings.  This change in use would not be expected to result in 

any real improvement to the condition of the stream crossings; if they are properly maintained 

(hardened), extremely minor reduction to sediment input from those sources would be expected.  

Aquatic species and habitats would not be expected to benefit to any significant degree. The stream 

crossings would still exist, and they and other trail drainage structures would still require maintenance.  

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 
 

Past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions which could potentially affect aquatic resources 

are discussed above in the Alternative 1 Cumulative Effects section.  The effect of those actions in 

combination with this alternative are not expected to cumulatively affect aquatic habitats or populations.  

Monitoring of habitat components and fish and macroinvertebrate populations on a periodic basis in 

order to assess trends is recommended.  
 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

This alternative would include construction of the Angler Access Trail, and effects would be identical to 

that activity as discussed in Effects of Alternative 2.   
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There would be no relocation of a segment of the Pinhoti Connector Trail, and no elimination or 

improvement of existing fords on that trail.  Localized sediment inputs from those stream crossings 

would continue, causing minor negative effects to aquatic habitats due to sedimentation.   

 

Mountain bikes would be completely eliminated from the Mountaintown Creek Trail.  This could 

possibly result in minor improvement to aquatic habitats via less sedimentation, but as stated above, the 

effects of hiking and mountain biking are known to be similar, regarding erosion and vegetation effects.  

Existing sediment effects are localized and macroinvertebrate populations are similar to the least-

impacted, reference streams in the subecoregion (see Aquatic Resources, Current Situation section).    

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 
 

Past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions which could potentially affect aquatic resources 

are discussed above in the Alternative 1 Cumulative Effects section.  The effect of those actions in 

combination with this alternative are not expected to cumulatively affect aquatic habitats or populations.  

Monitoring of habitat components and fish and macroinvertebrate populations on a periodic basis in 

order to assess trends is recommended.  

 

THREATENED, ENDANGERED, SENSITIVE, AND LOCALLY RARE AQUATIC SPECIES 

 

Measure: Effects on populations and habitat conditions for aquatic TES/LR species  

 

Bounds of analysis:  Spatial analysis bounds include streams within the Mountaintown Creek 

watershed, a 6
th

 level hydrologic unit (031501020301).  The temporal bounds will be over the next 10-

15 years. 

CURRENT SITUATION 

Several TES/LR aquatic species are known to occur within the Mountaintown Creek watershed.  One 

federally-listed fish, one Regional Forester’s sensitive species and one locally rare species are addressed 

in this analysis.   This was determined by: 1) consulting Forest Service inventory records, 2) consulting 

Georgia Natural Heritage Program (GNHP) records and reviewing current lists per quarter-quad and 

county, 3) ongoing interactions with GNHP, Forest Service, and other agency biologists, and 4) various 

scientific references such as technical manuals, bulletins, articles, records, NatureServe information, and 

others.  

The following provides a brief description of preferred habitat and known distribution for each species 

known to occur or with potential to occur in the project area: 

 

Goldline darter  
 

This federally-listed species survives in fragmented populations in the Coosawattee River system. It 

occurs in the Ellijay and Cartecay Rivers and Mountaintown Creek. The global abundance is fewer than 

1,000 individuals. Decline has been due to water pollution and siltation from sewage treatment plants, 

limestone quarrying, and strip-mining, and from the construction of reservoirs for hydropower, 

navigation and flood control. Current threats include siltation and excessive nutrient inputs from 

residential development and poultry farms. This benthic species occurs in main channels of small to 
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medium rivers in areas of white-water rapids in three or more feet deep, and substrates of bedrock, 

boulders, rubble and gravel.  Podostemum and Justicia characteristically are present (NatureServe 

Explorer 2010). This species is known to occur in Mountaintown Creek near the Coosawattee River 

confluence and upstream to County Road 64 (Sam Hill Road).  According to recent surveys, it has not 

been found upstream of this point. This point is approximately 2.5 miles downstream of the National 

Forest boundary near County Road 65 (Gates Chapel Road). 

 

Holiday darter  
 

The holiday darter is listed as Sensitive (2010 Regional Forester Sensitive list).This species occurs in 

typical habitats of bedrock and gravel pool areas in small creeks to moderate sized rivers.  It is often 

associated with lush growths of river weed (Podestemum) (NatureServe Explorer 2010). It has been 

found in the Conasauga River upstream of the Jacks River confluence for five miles. It occurs in the 

Alaculsy Valley, in Holly Creek, and at the Forest Service lower boundary on Mill Creek. It is known to 

occur in Bear Creek and Mountaintown Creek near their confluence (Etnier 2002).  

 

Bronze Darter 

 

The bronze darter is endemic to the Mobile Basin.  It is listed as Locally Rare by the Chattahoochee-

Oconee National Forest.  This species is found in moderate to swift riffles over gravel, cobble, or small 

boulders in streams and rivers, and it is frequently associated with water willow or river weed (Mettee et 

al. 1996).  It is known to occur in Bear Creek near the confluence with Mountaintown Creek (Etnier 

2002). 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

This alternative would have no effect or impact on any of these fish populations or their habitat.  

Existing conditions would persist.   

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

Past, present, or reasonably foreseeable actions potentially affecting the goldline darter population in 

lower Mountaintown Creek do not include any Forest Service actions.  This species occurs several miles 

downstream of National Forest land in the Mountaintown drainage, and no ground disturbing activities 

are planned on Forest Service land other than this proposal. Impacts from private land are described 

above in the species’ Current Condition section.   

 

Past actions potentially affecting bronze darter and holiday darter populations in Mountaintown Creek 

below its confluence with Bear Creek include the repair of a landslide on FS 341 in 2005.  Present and 

reasonably foreseeable actions or situations potentially affecting bronze darter and holiday darter 

populations in Mountaintown (below Bear Creek confluence) include road maintenance on FS 341 (Bear 

Creek Road),  popular recreational trails in the upstream portion of the Bear Creek drainage, effects to 

Mountaintown Creek below the Hills Lake reservoir due to actions within the private land surrounding 
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the reservoir, such as excessive nutrient input and sediment from unpaved roads and residential 

development.   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

This alternative would have no direct or indirect effects on the rare darter populations.  

The only aspect of the proposed action in the vicinity of darter habitat is the construction of the southern 

portion of the Angler Access trail, near the confluence of Bear Creek and Mountaintown Creek.  

Construction of the first 0.4 miles of the trail would be limited to brush clearing and other minor 

activities because this section of trail would be located on an old roadbed.  This activity will have no 

impact on darter habitat or populations.   

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

 

This alternative, in combination with past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions as 

discussed in the Cumulative Effects section of Alternative 1, would have no effect to goldline darter and 

no impacts to holiday or bronze darter populations in Bear or Mountaintown Creek because of the small 

amount of disturbance associated with the project and the adherence to measures protective of stream 

corridors. Riparian corridors on all Chattahoochee National Forest streams are managed under the 

Riparian Corridor Prescription (11).  Corridor widths are a minimum of 100 feet on each side of all 

perennial and intermittent streams (Forest Service 2004 p. 3-226).   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3 

 

DIRECT, INDIRECT, AND CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

  

This alternative would have identical effects to the three rare fish populations as Alternative 2.  The 

proposed Angler Access Trail is included in both alternatives, and no other proposed actions are in the 

vicinity of the darter populations.   

 

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT 

 

HERITAGE RESOURCES 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

 

The area analyzed for heritage resources includes all National Forest lands which may be affected by 

project activities associated with any of the alternatives considered (Area of Potential Effect).  The Area 

of Potential Effect (APE) is the geographical boundaries within which there is reasonable and 

foreseeable potential for heritage resources or their setting to be directly or indirectly affected by the 

activities.  To ensure that historic properties (resources eligible for inclusion on the National Register of 

Historic Places (NRHP)) are not affected, implementation of proposed actions are preceded by a routine 

cultural heritage resource survey of the proposed APE under the Programmatic Agreement (P) between 

the Southern Region, USDA Forest Service, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (ACHP), 
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and the Georgia State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO), and the Memorandum of Understanding 

(MOU) between the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests and the Georgia SHPO. 

 

A Forest Archeologist completed a routine cultural resource survey of the project area.  All trails were 

surveyed, walked, and shovel tested where needed, i.e. crossing gaps, flat ridges and other flat areas.  

During the course of the survey, no cultural resources (historic properties) were found within the APE, 

so there are no historic properties affected, and thus no effect on the cultural heritage of the National 

Forests.  The proposed project is recommended to proceed as planned.  

 

In the event that previously unknown historic properties were discovered at any time during project 

implementation, the activity would cease immediately and the Forest Archeologist would be notified.  

The activity in that location would be suspended until an evaluation of the resource had been made in 

consultation with the Georgia SHPO, the appropriate THPOs, and the ACHP (36CFR800.13). 

 

EFFECTS OF THE ALTERNATIVES  

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Because no historic properties were found within the APE, direct and indirect effects to cultural 

resources would be negligible.  Only naturally occurring effects such as erosion, natural weathering, 

wildfire, burrowing animals, etc would occur. 

 

CUMULATIVE EFECTS 

 

Based upon the intensity of the surveys conducted and the mitigation measures applied, there is no 

reasonable expectation of adverse cumulative effects on cultural resources considered to be eligible for 

the NRHP.  For a cumulative effect to occur, sufficient information would have to be lost over time and 

over the forest, such that understanding of prehistoric and historic settlement activities would be lost.  

The monitoring of known archeological resources would not only protect the resources against land 

disturbance from proposed management actions, but it would also allow for the protection of sites 

against vandalism and unauthorized excavation, e.g. looting.  Likewise, monitoring would allow 

measurement of the effects of natural disturbances such as erosion, natural weathering, wildfire, 

burrowing animals, or other ongoing processes on the resource. 

 

ECONOMIC ANALYSIS 

 

This analysis focuses on the costs of implementing the proposed project on the approximate mileage 

described in Chapter 2.  The analysis in Table 3-13 includes the estimated costs of initial trail system 

development (construction, reconstruction, trail closure, and signing) and annual maintenance.  Fixed 

costs such as general administration and program management are not included.  Costs are based on past 

contract rates and professional estimates.  Donated volunteer labor would reduce the costs for both 

initial development and annual maintenance and are reflected in the table.  The Conasauga District has a 

very successful volunteer program and a well-documented history of volunteer trail maintenance. 
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TABLE 3-11.  ECONOMIC ANALYSIS 

 

Proposed Actions Approximate 

Cost/Mile 

Approximate  

Number of 

Miles 

Approximate 

Total Cost 

Alternative 1 – No Action $0 0                  $0 

    

Alternative 2 – Proposed Action    

- Construction $8,000 1.5 $  12,000 

      - Reconstruction $8,000 0.6 $    4,800 

- Stream ford improvement     $16,000 0.1 $    1,600 

      - Signing       $   200 3.0 $       600 

      - Maintenance, Annual        $   100 8.6 $       860 

      - Trail Closure       $   900 0.6   $       540 

      - Grand Total Costs   Initial Development = 

$19,540 

Annual Maintenance=$860  

    

Alternative 3 – No Mountain 

Bikes 

   

- Construction $8,000 1.5 $ 12,000 

      - Reconstruction N/A N/A                   $          0 

      - Signing $  200 3.0  $      600 

      - Maintenance, Annual  $  100 8.6 $      860 

      - Trail Closure N/A N/A $          0 

      - Grand Total Costs   Initial Development = 

$12,600 

Annual Maintenance=$860 

 

 

RECREATION 

 

CURRENT SITUATION  

 

There are no developed recreational facilities in the analysis area.  FDR 64 is located on the northern 

boundary of the analysis area and provides the only public road access.  All recreational use is dispersed 

consisting predominately of trout fishing, mountain biking and hiking.  These activities occur 

throughout the year.  The analysis area is located within the Cohutta Wildlife Management Area.   A 

small number of hunters use the area seasonally during the managed hunts.   

 

The Mountaintown Creek area has always had a low level of dispersed recreational use due to its remote 

character and inaccessibility.  The Mountaintown Creek Trail, FDT 135, has provided primary access to 

the area for 40+ years.  Up until the late 1990s, the public could access the upper Mountaintown Creek 

Trailhead from FDR 64 or a lower trailhead from FDR 394 via the Hills Lake Road across private land.  

Most anglers drove to the lower trailhead to fish because it was quicker to access and you could drive 

right to the creek.  A few hardier fishermen either parked at the top and hiked down to fish the upper 
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drainage or hiked cross country from the Bear Creek parking area.  Most hikers made an out-and-back 

hike from the lower trailhead, but some followed the trail from the upper trailhead to a waiting vehicle at 

the bottom.  Most mountain bikers utilized the Mountaintown Creek Trail as part of a 23-mile loop ride 

that began at the Bear Creek parking area.  Getting to the remote upper trailhead, then as now, required 

travelling some 16 miles on a narrow, winding, gravel road.  Access to the lower trailhead required 

driving 2 miles on an extremely rough roadbed that required a 4x4, high clearance vehicle.  This lack of 

good road access contributed to the low use of the area in the past.   

 

Current recreational use of the area is quite low since the closing of the Hills Lake Road.  The lower 

Mountaintown Creek Trailhead has been abandoned and travel on FDR 394 is restricted to 

administrative use only.  A few anglers still hike down from the upper trailhead and some still travel 

cross country from Bear Creek, but there is little sign of dispersed recreational use at this time.       

 

Since the closure of the Hills Lake Road, some anglers and hunters have accessed Mountaintown Creek 

by traveling cross country from the Bear Creek Parking Area.  This has increased the potential for 

trespass onto private land and has concerned some Hills Lake landowners.   

 

The Pinhoti Trail is a regionally significant, long distance trail that passes through the analysis area.  It is 

a multi-use trail for most of its length, but in the Mountaintown Creek drainage, the trail is managed for 

hiking use only.  The Pinhoti Trail shares a part of the Bear Creek and Mountaintown Creek Trails, and 

connects the two by means of a 1.5-mile connector trail that is managed for hiking use only.  The 

Pinhoti Trail joins the Mountaintown Creek Trail about 1.7 miles up from the lower undeveloped 

trailhead, then, shares the trail to the upper trailhead.  Use of the Pinhoti Trail in this vicinity is low. 

 

As mentioned previously, the Mountaintown Creek Trail was originally an old logging road.  It has 22 

stream crossings over 5.6 miles.  The trail is designated for hiking/mountain bike use and is maintained 

for this use.  In the spring of 2009, deferred maintenance was conducted on 2.78 miles of trail.  The 

maintenance was conducted using a small trail machine. The work included re-establishing drain dips, 

installing some needed drain dips, placing surge stone at the outlets of the drain dips, spot grading of the 

tread where needed, and hardening the crossings with geotextile and gravel.  

 

The trail is challenging and has a consistent downhill slope for the first 2.4 miles of trail until it hits a 

relatively flat gradient for the lower 3.2 miles.  The upper portion is generally less than 10-12% grades 

with good site distances along the trail.  There are a few short pitches that exceeds 15% grade.  One 

section goes through what is referred to locally as “Mountaintown Creek Gorge” and the steepest spot in 

this section is roughly 28% slope for about 100 feet.  The trail meets the design criteria for mountain 

bike use for Trail Class 2, described in FSH 2309.18. 

 

The analysis area is located within the 12,174-acre Pink Knob inventoried roadless area which has a 

12.A Forest Plan Management Prescription, Remote Backcountry Recreation – Few Open Roads.  

Roadless areas are places that have retained or are regaining a natural, untrammeled appearance.  These 

lands are managed to provide users with a degree of solitude and a semi-primitive experience in large 

remote areas that still allow the use of limited public motorized access on existing, open motorized 

roads.  Human activities may be evident in some places.  Visitors will occasionally see other people.  A 

non-motorized trail system provides the predominant means of access, and trails will be improved or 
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constructed.  Trail systems are planned to reduce social encounters and provide opportunities for 

solitude.  

 

Scenic Integrity is the degree to which a landscape is free from visible disturbances that detract from the 

natural or socially valued appearance.  The Mountaintown Creek area has a Scenic Integrity Objective 

(SIO) of High.  The High SIO ranking includes foreground, middle ground, and background views from 

the Pinhoti and Mountaintown Creek Trails and FDR 64 on the boundary of the analysis area.  

 

Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) provides a framework for defining and evaluating classes of 

outdoor recreation opportunities, activities, and experiences.  ROS is divided into six major classes: 

primitive (P), semi-primitive non-motorized (SPNM), semi-primitive motorized (SPM), roaded natural 

(RN), rural (R), and urban (U).  The analysis area has a ROS setting of RN for that acreage that lies 

within one-half mile of FDR 64, and a setting of SPM for the remainder of the area. 

 

Although uncommon, the District has received complaints over the last several years from 

fishermen/hikers about negative interactions with mountain bikers on the upper portion of the 

Mountaintown Creek Trail.  Based on the information provided, the complaints stem from two issues. 

First, there is a concern about hiker safety because of the speed at which the bikes ride the trail.  The 

second complaint is that encountering mountain bikes ruins their backcountry experience and they do 

not like to hike on trails where mountain bikes are allowed.      

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 1 - NO ACTION 

 

DIRECT, INDIRECT AND CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 

    

Under the no action alternative, recreation opportunities and the amount of recreation use would remain 

unchanged.  There would be no effect on the scenic quality of the area.  This alternative would not 

address the purpose and need for this project which is to reestablish public access to the lower 

Mountaintown Creek drainage in order to provide opportunities for dispersed recreational use.   

   

The desired condition(s) as identified in the Forest Plan for Management Prescription 7.E.1 would not 

be met.  However, this alternative would achieve the desired condition for Management Prescription 

12.A which is to provide users with a degree of solitude and a semi-primitive experience in large remote 

areas. 

 

This alternative should have no effect on the undeveloped character of the Pink Knob roadless area.  

Trails and mountain biking are both conforming recreation uses for inventoried roadless areas.    

 

There would be no cumulative effect on other resource management projects planned for the future.   

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 2 - PROPOSED ACTION 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Alternative 2 would increase the trail opportunities for hikers and anglers through the construction of the 

new 1.5-mile angler access trail thereby addressing a demand for these activities.   
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Mountaintown Creek has been extremely popular in the past for fishing.  Closing the gate on the Hills 

Lake Road effectively eliminated all fishing except for private landowners and a limited number of 

anglers who traveled cross country from the Bear Creek Parking Area or hiked in from the upper 

trailhead.  Building this trail would effectively re-establish fishing use along this stream for those 

anglers who are looking for a fishing experience which includes hiking and angling.  Since anglers 

would still have to hike into Mountaintown Creek to fish, fishing use over time should revert to 

traditional low levels. 

 

The majority of the fishing use is expected to occur along the lower portion of the stream, south of the 

intersection with the Pinhoti Trail, because the stream is very accessible in this area, it has a fairly flat 

gradient, and fishing the approximately 1.7 miles of stream in addition to the 3-mile roundtrip hike from 

the stream to the trailhead would be a good day’s worth of fishing experience.   

 

Some angling is expected to take place upstream from the intersection with the Pinhoti Trail but the use 

would be extremely low because of the moderate to strenuous hike from either trailhead.  Eliminating 

mountain bike use south of the intersection with the Pinhoti Trail would separate the mountain bikers 

and anglers, except for the limited occasion that an angler fishes the headwaters of the streams in the 

drainage.  

 

The net trail mileage available to mountain bikers would be reduced by 0.2 miles as a result of allowing 

for mountain bike use onto the Pinhoti Trail for 1.5 miles and then removing mountain bike use on an 

estimated 1.7 miles on the Mountaintown Creek Trail south of the intersection of the Pinhoti Trail. This 

mileage reduction is considered insignificant.     

 

The amount of recreational use of the area by both hikers/anglers and mountain bikers is expected to 

increase from current levels due to the reestablishment of public access to the lower Mountaintown 

Creek drainage.  The amount of increased use is expected to be highest immediately following the 

opening of the new trail opportunities, but should drop down to similar levels of use that was 

experienced before the closing of the Hills Lake Road.   

 

Hiking and mountain biking in the Mountaintown Creek drainage is a challenging experience because of 

the steady grade along the upper portion of the trail.  It’s a strenuous uphill hike so only the rare hiker 

would hike down from the upper trailhead and then turn around and hike back up the trail. This would 

be the same experience for a mountain biker.   

 

The Mountaintown Creek Trail is a highly technical mountain bike ride so typically only the most 

experienced riders are found on this trail.  To ride the Mountaintown Creek Trail, riders typically use a 

23-mile loop from the Bear Creek Parking area which includes 16 miles on narrow, gravel roads which 

are quite steep in some areas.  This mileage would be basically the same with the re-routing of mountain 

bikes onto the Pinhoti Connector trail.   

 

Some visitors would shuttle to the upper trailhead from Bear Creek Trailhead but this would be a limited 

amount of users because it is a 45-minute to 1-hour drive from the Bear Creek Trailhead to the northern 

Mountaintown Creek Trailhead at Buddy Cove Gap.  It is expected that most Forest users would not 

regularly choose a 2-3 hour shuttle to hike or mountain bike the Mountaintown Creek trail.  
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Alternative 2 would remove mountain bike use from the lower 1.7 miles of the Mountaintown Creek 

drainage where most anglers have traditionally fished.  It is expected that most anglers would continue 

to use the lower stream drainage due primarily to better accessibility provided by the new angler access 

trail.  This action should help to separate the different user groups, reduce social encounters between 

anglers and mountain bikers, and mitigate user conflicts.      

 

However, there are a few hikers and anglers who would continue to use the upper portion of the trail.  

To encourage shared use and mutual respect between user groups, educational signs could be placed at 

the trailheads and other trail access points to mitigate the potential for user conflicts. For those hikers 

and anglers who are looking for a challenging backcountry experience without the potential presence of 

mountain bikers, the nearby Cohutta Wilderness provides ample opportunity for that desired experience.  

 

Trail safety was identified as a concern in a few letters that were received during the scoping period.  

Considering the expected limited use of the trail by both hikers and mountain bikers, the safety risk is 

low. The sight distances on the upper portion of Mountaintown Creek trail are generally good. However, 

in those areas where bikes build speed or in those short pitches that are greater than 15% slopes, the risk 

for bike vs. hiker accidents does increase.  Educational signs could be placed at the trailheads and other 

trail access points to remind hikers and mountain bikers to be aware that they are sharing the trail and 

heighten safety awareness.  

 

Alternative 2 would meet the purpose and need for the project proposal and comply with Forest Plan 

goals, objectives, and standards.  The proposed actions would meet or strive toward the desired 

condition(s) objectives as identified in the Forest Plan for Management Prescriptions 7.E.1, 11, and 

12.A.  Management Prescription 7.E.1 is located within the lower Mountaintown Creek drainage, where 

visitors should expect to frequently see other people. 

 

The proposed action should have no effect on the undeveloped character of the Pink Knob Roadless 

Area.  Fishing, hiking, and mountain biking are all conforming uses within roadless areas. 

 

The development of the angler access trail should eliminate the need for cross country travel by anglers 

and hunters, and reduce the potential for trespass onto private land around the Hills Lake area.  The 

ending point (northern terminus) of the angler access trail would be located approximately 0.25 mile 

from private land on the northwestern end of the Hills Lake home development.    

 

This alternative would cause no impacts on the scenic quality of the project area.  SIOs would be met.   

 

In summary, this alternative would re-establish fishing along Mountaintown Creek and maintain 

basically the same number of miles of trail available to mountain bikers. The Mountaintown Creek 

drainage would still be a remote, inaccessible area to the majority of users who are not willing or able to 

hike in order to fish or to bike a 23-mile circuit of roads and trails.           
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CUMULATIVE EFFECTS  
 

Cumulative effects display the impacts of the past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future action in 

context with the proposal.  The past and reasonably foreseeable future maintenance would ensure that 

the trails are maintained at a level that would provide a positive user experience.   

 

This alternative would require an investment of time and money to develop and maintain new or 

relocated system trails.  The cumulative effect would be to increase the costs of other resource 

management projects in the Mountaintown Creek area in order to protect the trails investment. 

 

EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVE 3 – NO MOUNTAIN BIKING 

 

DIRECT AND INDIRECT EFFECTS 

 

Alternative 3 would increase the trail opportunities for hikers and anglers and eliminate the opportunity 

for mountain biking in the Mountaintown Creek area.  The effect of this action could be to shift demand 

onto other mountain bike trails in the vicinity, namely, Bear Creek Trail and Pinhoti Trail.  Since use of 

the Mountaintown Creek Trail by mountain bikers has traditionally been low, a negligible amount of 

increased use of other area trails would be expected.  

 

The Mountaintown Creek trail provides a challenging riding experience with a backcountry feel that is 

not found in other places on the Forest.  Even though the amount of miles is not a great impact 

considering the nearby Bear Creek Trail and Pinhoti Trail, the experience Mountaintown Creek provides 

for mountain bike riders would be lost.   

 

Use of the area by hikers and anglers would increase with the development of the angler access trail.  

Most fishing pressure would be expected on the lower drainage because of the greatly improved 

accessibility there.  However, since anglers would still have to hike into Mountaintown Creek to fish, 

fishing use over time should revert to traditional low levels.  

 

User conflicts between anglers/hikers and mountain bikers would be eliminated.  Hikers and anglers 

would have more opportunities for solitude. 

 

 Alternative 3 would meet the purpose and need for the project proposal and comply with Forest Plan 

goals, objectives, and standards.  The proposed actions would meet or strive toward the desired 

condition(s) objectives as identified in the Forest Plan for Management Prescriptions 7.E.1, 11, and 

12.A.  Management Prescription 12.A is located within the upper Mountaintown Creek drainage, where 

visitors should expect to occasionally see other people. 

 

Other direct and indirect effects are basically the same as Alternative 2.  

 

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS  
 

Cumulative effects display the impacts of the past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future action in 

context with the proposal.  The past and reasonably foreseeable future maintenance would ensure that 

the trails are maintained at a level that would provide a positive user experience.   
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This alternative would require less of an investment of time and money to develop and maintain the 

proposed and existing system trails in the analysis area as no additional work would be needed on the 

Pinhoti Trail.  The cumulative effect would be less than Alternative 2 on the costs of other resource 

management projects in the Mountaintown Creek area. 
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APPENDIX 1.  MAPS 
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FIGURE 1.  LOCATION OF THE PROPOSED MOUNTAINTOWN CREEK TRAIL PROJECT 
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FIGURE 2.  ALTERNATIVE 2 MAP  
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FIGURE 3.  ALTERNATIVE 3 MAP  
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FIGURE 4.  MOUNTAINTOWN CREEK WATERSHED  
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APPENDIX 2.  ISSUE SORTING INFORMATION TABLES 

 
Mountaintown Creek Trail Access EA 

Issue Sorting Information 

 

The Mountaintown Creek Trail Access proposal was presented to the public for scoping in May 2008. 

Because of a high level of interest, a public meeting was held on site at the Hills Lake Dam on July 12, 2008.  

Several participants at the public meeting requested that the Forest Service hold a field trip to hike the 

length of the Mountaintown Creek Trail.  This field trip was held September 8, 2009.  The District received 

letters on the proposal from the first release of the scoping notice in May 2008 through the middle of 

September 2008.  Table 1: Responses to Scoping displays information about the scoping comments that 

were received.  

 

TABLE 1:  RESPONSES TO SCOPING  
 

Comment 

Number 

Commenter Type Date Pages 

1 Shepherd L. Howell Letter 05/04/2008 1 

2  Ken Bradshaw  e-mail 05/13/2008 1 

3 James Payne e-mail 05/13/2008 1 

4 Alex Watson e-mail 05/14/2008 1 

5  Paul O‟Meara e-mail 05/15/2008 1 

6 
Wayne Jenkins, Executive Director, 

Georgia ForestWatch 
e-mail 05/20/2008 1 

7 Allan Crawford Letter 05/21/2008 1 

8 
Tom Sauret, Executive Director, Southern 

Off-Road Bicycling Association (SORBA) 
Letter 05/21/2008 2 

9 
Drew Vankat, Policy Analyst, International 

Mountain Bicycling Association (IMBA) 
Letter 05/29/2008 1 

10 David Muse Letter Unknown 1 

11 Roger Tippens Phone Call 05/27/2008 1 

12 Reed Rawson e-mail 05/29/2008 1 

13 Steve McDonald e-mail 05/29/2008 1 

14 Jim Leslie e-mail 05/28/2008 1 

15 Mike Arnold e-mail 05/29/2008 1 

16 Joe DiPietro e-mail 05/31/2008 1 

17 Thomas Carroll e-mail 05/31/2008 1 

18 Don Oliver e-mail 06/03/2008 1 

19 Tony Neser e-mail 06/04/2008 1 

20 Robin Allen Letter 06/04/2008 2 

21 Lawrence Gibbins e-mail 04/04/2008 1 

22 Don Pennington e-mail 06/04/2008 1 

23 Frans Mahieu e-mail 06/04/2008 1 
24 Todd A. Lyons e-mail 06/06/2008 1 
25 David H. Lester e-mail 06/08/2008 1 
26 Charlie Gilbreath Letter 06/08/2008 1 
27 Brady Owens e-mail 06/09/2008 1 
28 Will O‟Connor e-mail 06/09/2008 1 
29 Manuel Roldan e-mail 06/09/2008 1 
30 Linda B. Jones e-mail 06/10/2008 1 



Mountaintown Creek Trail Access EA 

 

65 

 

Comment 

Number 

Commenter Type Date Pages 

31 Phillip B. Irwin e-mail 06/11/2008 1 
32 Joe Spota e-mail 06/13/2008 1 
33 Megan Schnepp e-mail 06/13/2008 1 
34 Adam Hammond, Georgia DNR e-mail 06/13/2008 1 
35 Sharon Stevens e-mail 0616/2008 1 
36 Derek Dahlgren e-mail 06/15/2008 1 
37 Dondi Fontenot e-mail 06/16/2008 1 
38 Bud and Janice Merritt e-mail 06/16/2008 1 
39 Gail Kirkman e-mail 06/16/2008 1 
40 Ralph Artigliere e-mail 07/13/2008 1 
41 Mike and Celeste Aguado Letter 07/14/2008 2 
42 M.A. (Alex) Watson, Jr e-mail 07/15/2008 1 
43 Paul Diprima e-mail 07/15/2008 1 

44 David Muse e-mail 09/08/2008 1 

45 David Muse email/Letter 09/08/2008 5 
46 Mike Palmeri e-mail 09/09/2008 1 
47 Ken Bradshaw e-mail 09/09/2008 1 

48 
Charlie Breithaupt, Chariman, GA Council 

of Trout Unlimited 
e-mail 09/16/2008 

1 

49 

Wayne Jenkins, Executive Director and 

Darren Wolfgang, Forest Ecologist for 

Georgia ForestWatch 

Letter 09/16/2008 

 

10 

 

 

Issues are used to formulate alternatives, prescribe mitigation measures, and to define the scope of the 

environmental analysis.  Each letter or e-mail was reviewed in order to identify issues.  Issues that would 

drive the development of an alternative are referred to as a significant issue. The results of this process are 

displayed in Table 2: Issue Sorting Table. One significant issue used to develop an alternative was identified 

and is as follows:  

 

 Mountain biking on Mountaintown Creek trail may cause erosion, which impacts the water resources 

in the Mountaintown Creek drainage.  Continued use of mountain bikes under this proposal will 

perpetuate the problem. 

 

The comments/potential issues were sorted into seven categories according to whether they are: 

 

1. Beyond the scope of the project 

2. Resolved by the Forest Plan or other laws and regulations 

3. Addressed through Forest Plan standards and guidelines, or Best Management Practices (BMPs) 

4. Addressed through mitigation measures or design features common to all alternatives 

5. Addressed by disclosing environmental consequences 

6. Addressed by developing alternatives to the proposed action (significant issue) 

7. To be noted with no issue identified. 

 

The results of the issue identification process are documented in Table 2: Issue Sorting Table.  
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TABLE 2: ISSUE SORTING TABLE 
 

Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

1 

“There is an increasing conflict between hikers and bikers.  There are 

huge groups of bikers constantly on the Bear Creek bike trail, to the 

extent that it is almost impractical for hikers to use.  I do not want to 

see this traffic from Bear Creek Trail system go on to the Pinhoti Trail 

and on to Mountaintown Creek. “ 

4, 5 

The environmental analysis will discuss 

expected use on these trails as a result of the 

alternatives.  Mitigation measures have been 

developed to minimize use conflicts. 

1 
“That trail has many stream crossings which can be adversely affected 

by too many bikers.” 
6 

An alternative has been developed to address 

this issue.  

1 

“A large group of mountain bikes, traveling as fast as they can, is a 

serious distraction and infringement on the “backwoods atmosphere” 

that the Mountaintown area was designated for.” 

3, 5 

Mountain bikes are a conforming use in 

inventoried roadless areas.  Its use is also 

allowed under the Recreation Opportunity 

Spectrum designated for the project area, and 

is allowed for in the Forest Plan. 

2 Support for project. 7 
 

 

3 Support for project. 7 
 

 

4 Support for project. 7 
 

 

5 Support for project. 7 
 

 

6 
“…they are very concerned about the on-going siltation of Hills Lake 

from the trail. “ 
5 

Impacts from the trail will be discussed in the 

EA. 

6 
“The original trail is an abandoned, very steep old logging road which 

was never designed for biking.” 
5 

Although the trail was not specifically 

designed for biking, it does meet Forest 

Service design parameters for bicycle Trail 

Class 2. Most of the trail is less than 12% 

grade.  There are a few steep pitches that 

exceed 15% and at one point in the “gorge” 

area, the grade is 28% for about 100‟.  
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Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

6 
“Existing allowance of bikes is illegal due to no original NEPA or 

opportunity for public comment.” 
1 

Allowing for mountain bike use on the 

Mountaintown Creek Trail was an 

administrative decision in the early 1990s.  In 

April 2002, the Pinhoti Trail Extension EA 

Decision Notice designated the Pinhoti Trail 

on the upper portion of Mountaintown Creek 

and the allowed uses are identified as  hiking 

and mountain biking.  Also, the 2003 revised 

Forest Plan allows for continued existing uses 

on trails.   

6 
“Biking has user conflicts with hikers and fisher folks. Fewer folks fish 

the creek much anymore due to this conflict.” 
5 

The proposed action was designed to 

separate the majority of the anglers and the 

mountain bikers.  The environmental analysis 

documents the environmental consequences. 

6 
“This is Georgia‟s largest roadless area and the aggressive downhill 

biking does not afford other users the trail an experience of solitude.” 
2, 5 

Mountain biking is a conforming use in 

inventoried roadless areas. 

6 

“Bikes cross a major trout stream 14 times…. Despite the recent FS 

water quality surveys showing water quality to be good, this does not 

address the siltation issue.  Hike the trail during a good north Georgia 

rain.  Fish upstream through certain sections and see the accumulated 

mud.” 

6 

A concern over sedimentation impacting the 

water resources has been identified as a 

significant issue. 

6 
“The down stream community at hill‟s Lake claims the siltation of their 

lake has been continuous since bikes where allowed on the trail….” 
5  

7 Support for project. 7 
 

 

8 Support for project. 7 
 

 

9 

…”the belief that some groups hold that bicyclists are causing 

significantly more damage that other users is unsupported by the best 

available science.” 

5  

9 Support for project. 7 
 

 

10 Support for project. 7 
 

 

11 Support for project. 7 
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Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

12 Support for project. 7 
 

 

13 Support for project. 7 
 

 

14  Support for project. 7 
 

 

15 Support for project. 7 
 

 

16 Support for project. 7 
 

 

17 Support for project. 7 
 

 

18 Support for project. 7 
 

 

19 Support for project. 7 
 

 

20 Support for project. 7 
 

 

21 Support for project. 7 
 

 

22 Support for project. 7 
 

 

23 

“I do not agree with #4: closing off the bottom section of Mountain 

town creek to bikers, for the following reasons:  This cuts off a very 

pretty section of the trail to bikers and also a section that has nice 

even terrain (as opposed to the steep section at the top of mountain 

town creek).” 

5 

Impacts to recreational opportunities 

available to Forest users will be displayed in 

the environmental consequences.  

23 

“Mountain bikers have always been allowed to pass through over our 

private road, they can still access past the gate, so they can still enjoy 

the downstream part of mountain town creek trail.” 

2 

It against Forest Service policy to encourage 

the use of private lands with management 

actions.  In addition, we have received 

information from more than one group of 

mountain bikers that they were stopped by 

private landowners and told not to use the 

road. 

24 Support for project. 7 
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Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

25 Support for project. 7 
 

 

26 Support for project. 7 
 

 

27 Support for project. 7 
 

 

28 Support for project. 7 
 

 

29 Support for project. 7 
 

 

30 Support for project. 7 
 

 

31 Support for project. 7 
 

 

32 Support for project. 7 
 

 

33 Support for project. 7 
 

 

34 Support for project. 7 
 

 

35 Support for project. 7 
 

 

36 Support for project. 7 
 

 

37 Support for project. 7 
 

 

38 Support for project. 7 
 

 

39 Support for project. 7 
 

 

40 Support for project. 7 
 

 

41 
“…ending the trail in this soft loamy area seems to be asking for more 

erosion damage.” 
3, 4, 5 

The terminus of the trail has been moved 

from where it was originally planned to 

address this specific concern. 
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Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

41 

“…ending this trail such as it is will invite visitors to our home.  There is 

simply no way that people will only head to the left (and we are CLOSE 

on the right).  While we understand that this is FS land, we do not wish 

to spend our days shooing visitors away and trying to calm our dog.  We 

could avoid all this if we did guide the anglers (hikers, hunters, etc) 

upstream AND place clear signage….I doubt that most hunters would 

even be aware of the closeness of a private property.” 

3, 4, 5 

Contact with DNR indicates few, if any, 

complaints about hunters shooting towards 

private lands in the Cohutta WMA and believe 

the risk to the landowners in low.  

41 

“We heard quite a bit about the lake silting up, and our impression is 

that this siltation was and is expected by the designers and owners of 

the dam.  Is so, what happens at the finite life of the lake? Is there still 

a commitment to homeowners below the dam? Does the county reject 

development due to incorrect water calculations?...”  

5, 1 

Downstream impacts that are expected from 

implementation of the alternatives will be 

displayed in the EA.  However, NRCS and the 

Limestone Valley Soil Conservation District 

are the regulating authorities so this concern 

is out of the scope of this project.   

42 

“…keep the trail where it comes down from the ridge to the creek as 

close as possible to the natural contours and continue the trail directly 

to the creek on a course that will minimize damage to the environment 

and siltation of the stream.” 

4, 5  

42 

“I was also glad to see the mountain biking representatives recognized 

that some mountain bikers do not adhere to the high standards of 

those attending the meeting.  In the past, I have had several near 

misses from bikers on the trail.  They were not malicious, they were just 

young, full of testosterone, going too fast, and couldn‟t see far enough 

ahead.  Any structural changes to the upper part of the bike trail that 

will remain near the creek that would help avoid those types of 

encounters would be greatly appreciated. 

4, 5  

43 

After walking the creekside trail for some distance up to and beyond 

Dyer Branch I feel that the feral pig situation is a problem that will 

continue to grow and may be doing great harm to both the creek and 

the forest and should be confronted.  

5  

44 Support for project. 7 
 

 

45 

This letter provides David Muse‟s responses to several statements 

made by an individual at the field trip and is good information. 

However, it does not provide any concerns related to defining the 

scope of the project. 

7  
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Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

46 Support for project. 7 
 

 

47 Support for project. 7 
 

 

48 Support for project. 7 
 

 

49 

“Since the USFS acknowledges this trail violates modern trail 

construction BMP‟s and agrees that it is unlikely that such a trail would 

be constructed in its current location today, an EA should be conducted 

if the trail is to remain open, since and environmental analysis has 

never been conducted.”  

2 

This is a legacy trail that people have been 

using for at least 70 years, which is prior to 

NEPA and no NEPA analysis is required for the 

trail.  In the 1990s, an administrative decision 

was made to allow for mountain bike use.  

This was well within the decision making 

authority of the District Ranger at that time.  

Since that time, the Pinhoti Trail Expansion EA 

documents that mountain bikes are allowed 

on this trail.   Mountaintown Creek Trail meets 

the design criteria for Class 2 bicycle trails.  

 

49 

“Furthermore, because a NEPA analysis has never been conducted for 

the creation of this trail a categorical exclusion (CE) is not appropriate 

for this action in an inventoried roadless area.  Although a categorical 

exclusion may be applied for routine road and trail maintenance, use of 

a CE in this case assumes that the larger issues associated with 

operation of a mountain bike trail in an inventoried roadless area 

within a riparian zone, with grades of 30% and numerous fords have 

adequately been considered elsewhere.  In this instance, the Forest 

Service has no environmental analysis to which this project may be 

tiered and must consider the cumulative impacts of maintaining an 

open mountain bike trail in a location that the District acknowledged is 

pretty inappropriate by current standards.” 

2 

There are no requirements that an existing EA 

or EIS needs to have been conducted in an 

area in order to categorically exclude a 

project. In addition, the mere presence of the 

roadless area is not enough to automatically 

trigger an EA as opposed to a CE.  Instead, the 

District Ranger must consider whether the 

presence of a roadless area warrants further 

analysis. In this case, mountain biking is a 

conforming use for roadless areas.  Also, an 

EA is being conducted.  

49 

“The proposed reconstruction of the bike trail contemplates using 

motorized equipment and heavy machinery in an inventoried roadless 

area to perform significant excavation in a riparian area to create broad 

based dips…. The disturbance and loosening of this old abandoned 

road bed to provide „broad based dips‟, as this reconstruction 

purposes, may trigger unintended consequences including 

2, 5 

The use of mechanized equipment for 

administrative use is allowed in inventoried 

roadless areas. The work that is referenced 

was road maintenance, not reconstruction, 

and it has already been completed.  The 

repair and maintenance that was conducted 
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Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

considerable erosion, stream degradation and surface irregularities”.  will be considered in cumulative effects.   

49 

“One other issue relating to the failure of the NEPA process in regard to 

the proposed bike trail is that in 2002(?) when the route for the Pinhoti 

trail was proposed that connected the Mountaintown Creek bike trail 

with the heavily used Bear creek bike trail, ForestWatch was assured 

that bikes would not be allowed on this connector and thus the bike 

traffic on the MC trail would not increase.  ForestWatch based our 

comments on this assurance and now just a few years later it is 

proposed that this pledge will be violated. When questioned concerning 

this change in policy agreement, Larry Thomas, the recreational 

specialist for the Conasauga District replied that the ban on bikes was 

part of the proposal and decision because at that time it was thought 

that Mountaintown Roadless Area…would be designated “Wilderness 

Study” in the on-going forest planning process.  As it turns out…the 

final plan, for reasons that remained unclear, did not designate this 

area for “Wilderness Study” despite overwhelming public support for 

this designation. “ 

1, 2 

The EA to designate the Pinhoti Trail 

Extension was signed during the revision of 

the Forest Plan.  The Forest was in the middle 

of evaluating Roadless Areas for their 

potential as Wilderness Areas.  Mountain 

biking is not a conforming use in Wilderness 

Areas so the Forest provided direction to not 

designate any additional mountain biking use 

within Roadless Areas until the Record of 

Decision for the revised Forest Plan was 

signed by the Regional Forester.  This was 

completed in 2004 and the Pink Knob 

Roadless Area was not recommended for 

Wilderness Study. Therefore, the use of 

mountain bikes on this trail is now 

appropriate and the analysis is being 

conducted with public input.  

49 

“The proposal would certainly lessen the sense of solitude and 

isolation which the Forest Service uses as a criteria for roadless and 

wilderness designation.” 

5 
The impacts to the roadless character will be 

displayed in the EA. 

49 

“According to the USFS Trail Construction and Maintenance Notebook 

(2007 Edition) trails should not exceed an average of 10 percent slope 

on any given section of trail.  The Notebook also recommends the ½ 

Rule, which simply states that a given trail should not be greater than 

½ of the total slope percent.  On steep ground, this is seemingly 

unavoidable but considering out mountain terrain, slopes of greater 

than 25% are almost always going to become trouble spots on the trail.  

After an appropriate trails is constructed it is important to outline who, 

when, and how trail maintenance should/will occur and question about 

financing this work well into the future should be addressed prior to 

construction or refurbishment of the trail….  

1, 2, 3 

The Trail Construction and Maintenance 

Notebook is not being applied appropriately in 

this case. The 10% Guide and the ½ Rule is 

applied to the planning of new trails.  

Mountaintown Creek is a legacy trail, not new 

trail construction.  The 10% Guide and the ½ 

Rule would be applied as needed to the 

proposal to re-route the Pinhoti Connector 

Trail.  The ability to finance trail maintenance 

has not been a problem on this District.  We 

have demonstrated that there is a long-term 

commitment from volunteer groups to 

maintain trails, including the Mountaintown 

Creek Trail.  
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Number 
Scoping Comment 
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Additional Information 

49 

“The bike trail has sustained section of trail that exceed 15% at the top 

of the trail and shorter section in the “gorge” that reach and exceed 

slopes of 30% slopes.  In many places the trail is quite narrow affording 

little passing room for bikers and hikers.  The trail in many places is 

extremely rocky as well as steep and presents serous dangers to 

cyclists of toppling over.  The bike trail is clearly dangerous should 

bikers and hikers share these trail sections simultaneously.  A trail with 

such steep narrow sections violates Forest Service direction for bike 

trail construction.  It is likely that this trail has been used so 

infrequently up to now due to safety concerns that the lack of available 

“legal” exit.  …”It is likely that user conflicts and injury will increase with 

increased usage of this trail by mountain bikes.  We believe that the 

decision reached during this process will remain in effect for decades 

and that the effect of this decision will significantly increase use of the 

bike trail as the Atlanta metropolitan population inevitably increases 

and the new through trail becomes better know. 

4, 5 

This trail does meet the Forest Service design 

standards for Class 2 bicycle trails. The Forest 

Service believes that the trail provides a 

challenging ride but is not considered 

dangerous. Site distances and trail width does 

allow for safe passage should hikers and 

mountain bikers meet on the trail. A 

discussion of user conflicts and expected 

level of use will be displayed in the EA. 

49 

At the recent walk through on the MC trail GFW learned that there is to 

be a major reconstruction of the upper part of the MC trail involving a 

track hoe and other motorized activity costing $17,000 dollars.  GFW 

believes this work is inappropriate at this time.  

1 

This was not reconstruction, but deferred 

maintenance.  This work needed to be 

completed on the trail regardless of the types 

of use allowed in the trail.  

49 

Traditional log water bars, many already in place, simply need to be 

cleaned and augmented.  This simple task could be performed by hand 

at little expense. The fords on this bike trail are not fords in the 

traditional sense of the word but stream crossings where the original 

log bridges, built for getting timber out, have collapsed.  This old 

logging road that the bike trail uses was not constructed as a 

permanent road, but for one time use to cut and haul the timber in the 

area. The stream crossing are steep drop offs into the creek and 

certainly not what a proper bike trail should use to cross a Blue Ribbon 

trout stream. The proposed reconstruction in fact halts well short of 

halfway down the trail because one trail crossing is considered too 

dangerous for the track hoe to navigate.  How can terrain like this be 

considered proper for a bike trail?  Clearly no responsible official today 

would site a bike trail on such terrain with numerous fords through one 

of Georgia’s premiere trout streams. 

1, 4, 5 

The USFS Trail Construction and Maintenance 

Notebook (2007 Edition) recommends the 

use of rolling dips (drain dips), particularly on 

steeper sections of trail as opposed to water 

bars, including log water bars. This document 

states, under the section titled “Dips Are In, 

Bars Are Out,  “For existing trails with water 

problems, we encourage the use of rolling 

grade dips… instead of waterbars. ....By 

design, water hits the waterbar and is turned.  

The water slows down and sediment drops in 

the drain.  Waterbars commonly fail when 

sediment fills the drain.  Water tops the 

waterbar and continues down the tread.  The 

waterbar becomes useless.  You can build a 

rolling dip quicker than you can install a 
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Number 
Scoping Comment 
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waterbar, and a rolling dip works better.” 

In addition, there is only one crossing where a 

traditional log stringer bridge was used to haul 

logs.  It appears all the other crossings were 

low-water fords and the entrance/exit from 

the streams are at an acceptable grade for 

bikes.  

49 

During the walk through on September the 6th the Southern Off-Road 

Bicycle Association (SORBA) arranged for three expert riders to ride 

down the trail and they passed the assembled group at one point. The 

encounter was in a steep rocky section of the trail but not the steepest 

or rockiest.  It was clear from watching even these expert riders that it 

was difficult to remain upright it should be noted that even thought the 

trail etiquette sign at the top of the trail indicated that bikers should 

give way to hikers there was no attempt by these experienced riders to 

give way.  The group of mountain bike supporters on the walk though 

instead hollered for the pedestrians to give way! If these veteran riders 

do not follow proper etiquette in the presence of Forest Service 

personnel and the officers of SORBA the what should a backpacker, 

hunter or fisherman expect where they encounter groups of bikers? 

One biker suggested that bikers would go to great lengths to avoid 

collisions because of the cost of repairs to their bikes from a collision 

with a pedestrian. This concern for their bike‟s welfare will be of little 

comfort  

4, 5 

There is no evidence that SORBA arranged for 

the bikers to ride the trail the day of the field 

trip.  From the Forest Service perspective, the 

bikers had full control of their bikes when they 

passed and there was no danger to the 

hikers. Technically, mountain bikers are 

supposed to yield the trail to hikers.  However, 

if hikers want to step aside to allow mountain 

bikers to continue without getting off their 

bikes, then that‟s the decision of hikers.  

When the bikers passed the hikers on the 

field trip, they were in control of their bikes 

and we saw no reason to make them walk 

their bikes. However, if a hiker is not 

comfortable with this scenario, then they 

could politely ask the bikers to dismount and 

walk around the hikers.   

49 

….out of the 20 or so mountain bikers present only one individual had 

ridden the trail and he knew of two injuries though he himself had only 

ridden the trail only a few times. …Does the Forest Service have any 

idea of how many people have ridden the trail and how many people 

have been injured? The Forest Service proposal would dramatically 

increase the number of riders on this dangerous trail and thereby 

increase the number of injuries…. Georgia ForestWatch predicts with a 

legal exit and more publicity usage will increase.  If usage where to 

remain minimal that the cost of construction and maintenance plus the 

safety and user conflict issues and risks of continued siltation of the 

trout stream are just not worth the effort and expense. It is necessary 

to conduct an Environmental Assessment, at the least, to determine 

2, 4, 5 

Mountain biking has certain inherent risks 

that the riders accept.  The Forest Service has 

the responsibility to create an environment 

that is not an obvious health and safety risk.  

The Mountaintown Creek trail is a challenging 

ride but it not considered dangerous or a risk 

to public health and safety.  Expected use 

levels on the trail and the potential for user 

conflict will be addressed in the 

environmental analysis. 
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the situation.  

49 

“Georgia ForestWatch suggested that over time formal or informal 

shuttles will be put into place to prove a convenient way for riders to 

experience the downhill thrill ride.  … If this proposal is advanced the 

Forest Service could well be creating an attractive nuisance.”  

5 

All “formal” shuttles would have to submit an 

application for a special use permit. There are 

no applications for this type of activity at this 

time and there is not a pattern of this use on 

the District.  Should an application be 

submitted, an environmental analysis will be 

conducted with public input.  

49 

“The Forest Service has clearly been unable to maintain this bike trail 

over the years.  ForestWatch surveyed this trail…in 2000 and two years 

later with SORBA staff and found identical conditions.  The trail had 

many blowdowns, was eroding as log water-bars had filled in, and 

showed little signs of use…. At the September walk through there was 

finally some evidence of volunteer trail maintenance of the trail. 

Unfortunately the „maintenance‟ appeared to consist solely in weed 

eating the trail.  No effort was put into cleaning log water bars or 

installing new ones. Weed eating does not halt erosion and while 

appropriate for front yards, it provides little benefit to a poorly sited 

bike trail.  At what point will there be a regular maintenance program 

for this trail? Larry Thomas reported maintenance projects by SORBA 

over the years but this must also have consisted solely of week eating 

or took place somewhere else on the ForestWatch has seen no 

evidence of work on erosion control systems over the years.  As we all 

know the Forest Service budget provides little money for trail 

maintenance and if history is a guide, as I must be, volunteer efforts 

are not sufficient to maintain this poorly sited trail. It should be noted 

that conversations with local mountain bike leaders and trail 

maintainers confirms that the maintenance of the nearby Bear Creek 

Mountain Bike trail has been problematic due to a shortage of workers.  

We believe that time will indicate that the proposed trail re-route will 

increase trail usage and maintenance needs.  ” 

5 

The impacts from past maintenance will be 

displayed in the environmental assessment. 

The Forest Service has documented 

maintenance that has occurred on the trail 

beyond what Georgia ForestWatch contends 

in their letter.   

 

Although the contribution to maintenance on 

the trail from mountain bikers was limited for 

a period of time, this does not mean the trail 

was not maintained.  The District has a long-

term record of trail maintenance that is 

completed by volunteers and the condition of 

the trails on this District is generally very good 

and it‟s almost solely accomplished with 

volunteers. 

 

Removal of vegetation from alongside the trail 

is an important aspect in trail maintenance 

because it maintains site distances, which 

makes trails safer, particularly on mountain 

bike trails.  

 

 

49 
“It should also be noted that light rains in the Bear Creek mountain 

bike trails watershed visibly increase turbidity.” 
1 

The water quality in Bear Creek is outside the 

scope of this analysis.  
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49 

“The existing bike trail is causing noticeable erosion on the fords which 

flows into MC. While MC remains healthy, any additional silt load over 

the long run is harmful and the steep grades on the trail make in 

inevitable that this erosion will continue and of course increase as use 

of the trail increases.  Mountaintown Creek harbors a silt load of 

historical origin from past logging during the early 1900s and the more 

recent clear0cut era from the mid 1960s to mid 1990s plus the 

subsequent recreational use of the Mountaintown Creek Trail, which is 

working its way down stream, especially during high water storm 

events. This natural flushing of sediment down stream, especially 

during high water storm events.  This natural flushing of sediment 

downstream is resulting in cumulative impacts to the privately held 

Hill‟s Lake, filling it in and ruining its scenic value and fishing 

opportunities.  Though Forest Service representatives take no 

responsibility for this situation and United States Department of 

Agriculture experts claim that this is one of the purposes of this lake 

and many other flood control structures built by the Army Corps of 

Engineers in the 1960‟s for flood control and recreational fishing, it 

seems irresponsible on the part of both agencies to just accept a bad 

situation, and to support any action that has the potential to actually 

increase the sediment load to the creek and eventually Hill‟s Lake. “ 

1, 5 

Many of the fords in the steeper areas were 

hardened with the deferred maintenance that 

was conducted.  

 

The dam is under the jurisdiction of the NRCS 

and the Limestone Valley Soil Conservation 

District. According to these two entities, the 

sole purpose of this dam is flood control, not 

fishing or other recreation.  The life of the 

dam was expected to be 50 years and it‟s 

currently close to the expected life of the dam.   

 

The cumulative impacts for soil and water will 

be displayed in the EA.  

49 

“We believe and environmental assessment for this proposal is 

necessary to determine the overall health of Mountaintown Creek 

beyond a simple water quality definition.  Our concern is for the full 

biodiversity of life in the stream, especially population of sensitive, rare 

and endangered species.  We know that many of our southern 

Appalachian streams contain work class levels of several species of 

aquatic life and are concerned about the present condition of any 

populations that may occur and whether the proposal‟s cumulative 

impacts might harm these populations.” 

5 

Aquatic surveys have been conducted, 

including macro-invertebrate sampling, to look 

at the overall health of Mountaintown Creek 

watershed. 
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Comment 

Number 
Scoping Comment 

Issue 

Category 
Additional Information 

49 

Finally, we would like to share two videos from the web “You Tube” site 

that covers mountain bike recreation on the Mountaintown Creek Trail.  

Especially revealing are the segments of bikers negotiating the “rock 

garden” section in the upper reaches of the stream crossings. These 

videos can be seen at …..” 

1 

Forest Service employees, both recreation 

and resource specialists, looked at these 

videos and determined that the manner of 

riding is not a concern to the trail or the water 

resources.  Also, it should be noted that only a 

short piece (1 minute, 35 seconds) of the 

almost 8:00 minute video shows the 

Mountaintown Creek trail.  The remainder of 

the video was on the Windy Gap Trail, the 

Vista View Overlook, and an unknown area 

with a picnic table.  
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APPENDIX 3.  BICYCLE DESIGN PARAMETERS 
 

Design Parameters are technical guidelines for the survey, design, construction, maintenance, and assessment of National Forest System trails, 
based on their Designed Use and Trail Class and consistent with their management intent

1
.  Local deviations from any Design Parameter may be 

established based on trail-specific conditions, topography, or other factors, provided that the deviations are consistent with the general intent of the 
applicable Trail Class. 
 

Designed Use 

BICYCLE Trail Class 1 Trail Class 2 Trail Class 3 Trail Class 4 Trail Class 5 

Design 
Tread 
Width 

Single Lane 6” – 12” 

 

12” –  24” 18” – 36” 24”  –  48” 36” –  60” 

Double Lane  36” – 48” 

 

36” – 48” 36” – 48” 48” – 84” 72” – 120” 

Structures 
(Minimum Width) 

18” 18” 36” 48” 60” 

Design 
Surface2 

Type Native, ungraded 

May be continuously 
rough 

Sections of soft or 
unstable tread on 
grades < 5% may be 
common and continuous 

 

Native, with limited 
grading 

May be continuously 
rough 

Sections of soft or 
unstable tread on 
grades < 5% may be 
common 

 

Native, with some on-
site borrow or imported 
material where needed 
for stabilization and 
occasional grading 

Intermittently rough 

Sections of soft or 
unstable tread on 
grades < 5% may be 
present, but not 
common 

Native, with improved 
sections of borrow or 
imported materials and 
routine grading 

Stable, with minor 
roughness 

 

Likely imported material 
and routine grading 

Uniform, firm, and stable 

 

Protrusions ≤ 24” 

Likely common and 
continuous 

≤ 6” 

May be common and 
continuous 

≤ 3” 

May be common, but not 
continuous 

≤ 3” 

Uncommon and not 
continuous 

No protrusions 

Obstacles 
(Maximum Height) 

24” 

 

12” 10” 8” No obstacles 
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23.13 – Exhibit 01--Continued 

 

Designed Use 

BICYCLE Trail Class 1 Trail Class 2 Trail Class 3 Trail Class 4 Trail Class 5 

Design 
Grade  2 

Target Grade 5% – 20% 

 

5% – 12% 3% – 10% 2% – 8% 2% – 5% 

Short Pitch Maximum 
 

30% 

50% on downhill 
segments only 

25% 

35% on downhill 
segments only 

15% 10% 8% 

Maximum Pitch Density 20% – 30% of trail 

 

10% – 30% of trail 10% – 20% of trail 5% – 10% of trail 0% – 5% of trail 

Design 
Cross 
Slope 

Target Cross Slope 5% – 10% 

 

5% – 8% 3% – 8% 3% –  5% 2% – 3% 

Maximum Cross Slope 10% 

 

10% 8% 5% 5% 

Design 
Clearing 

Height  6’ 

 

6’ – 8’ 8’ 8’ - 9’ 8’ - 9’ 

Width 24” – 36” 

Some vegetation may 
encroach into clearing 
area 

36” – 48” 

Some light vegetation 
may encroach into 
clearing area 

60” – 72” 

 

72” – 96” 

 

72” – 96” 

 

Shoulder Clearance 0’ – 12” 

 

6” – 12” 6” – 12” 6” – 18” 12” – 18” 

Design 
Turn 

Radius 2’ – 3’ 

 

3’ – 6’ 

 

4’ – 8’ 

 

8’ – 10’ 8’ - 12’ 

1   
For definitions of Design Parameter attributes (e.g., Design Tread Width and Short Pitch Maximum), see FSH 2309.18, section 05. 

 2   
The determination of the trail-specific Design grade, Design Surface, and other Design Parameters should be based upon soils, hydrological conditions, use 
levels, erosion potential, and other factors contributing to surface stability and overall sustainability of the trail.

 
 

 
 

 

 


