June 24, 2003
Sumter National Forest

Content Analysis Team

PO Box 221150
Salt Lake City, UT  84122.

Re: Comments Regarding the Proposed Sumter Forest Plan and DEIS

Gentlemen:
I support American Whitewater’s position on the DEIS & Amendment 14.    I believe the USFS should modify Alternative I of the Sumter Forest Plan to allow boating in the Chattooga headwaters.  But, here are some additional thoughts and concerns that I have.
The Chattooga area means a lot to me.  Before I began boating, I hiked there.  I was captivated by the beauty of the river and the lush forest.  Then, I watched “Deliverance”, so I had to try canoeing it.  That was in 1980, and I’ve been canoeing there ever since.

Like many people, I relate to the character Lewis in the movie.  I leave my suburban existence in Atlanta to come to the Chattooga to experience nature in its primitive essence, to test myself against the river’s power, and to see the river in a way that no foot traveler can.  I started boating Section 4 in the mid 1980s and Overflow Creek in the mid 1990’s.  My skills have long since exceeded the level required to make it safely down any of the legal sections of the river at even high river levels.   Getting down this river safely is hardly a challenge anymore.  Yet, I continue to boat the Chattooga on most of my boating weekends.  Why?

I boat because of where I can go in the boat.  I don’t paddle for adrenaline.  The places I like are inaccessible creekbeds surrounded by high rock walls, covered by moss, ferns and shaded by large trees.  These places look and feel better when the river is alive with water.  The play of the water over the rocks, drops, and potholes makes a sight and sound that is unique to each place.  These special places are almost unreachable by foot when they are at their best flush with water.  The sections above Highway 28 have a few of these special places.  Here are two examples:
There is a part of Section 00 near Chattooga Cliffs that starts with some challenging rapids and boulders much larger than anything below Highway 28 which culminates in a narrow sluiceway between smooth vertical cliff wall covered with moss and a waterfall running down it.  With effort, one can hike to it when the water is down, but it lacks the ‘life’ of flowing water.  And, when it has water in it, it cannot be waded through without being swept downstream.
The Rock Gorge on Section 1 is a narrow jumble of rocks even more beautiful than Five Falls.  The gorge walls are too steep to walk, and the rocks in the riverbed are slippery and treacherous to even bare feet.  It is a difficult destination.  But, this beautiful place can be visited by skilled boaters when the river is up and alive with water.  And, that’s when it is at its most beautiful.  
I have heard much about some USFS division of the river between trout fishermen and boaters.  Apparently, the fishermen believe they were given the upper reaches of the river, while the boaters were given the lower ones.  Boating is not allowed on the upper sections.  So why is fishing allowed on the lower sections?  Why must this scenic river be trashed from top to bottom with corn cans, lost fishing line & hooks, and semi-permanent fishing camps?

As far as I can tell, the fishermen already have access and use of the full length of the river (and the lake), while they would like to continue to have exclusive access to the upper sections of the river.  This is preferential treatment toward a single user group.  Why does the USFS discriminate against boaters and in favor of fishermen?  Is it because there are many USFS employees that fish, but none that boat class 4 or better whitewater?

Why are non-native species of trout stocked where they can invade a designated wilderness anyway?

The trout fishermen claim they ‘improve’ the river by making streambed modifications to enhance trout habitat.  I understood that Wild and Scenic designation meant no alterations to the riverbed.  Why does the USFS allow this on a Wild and Scenic River?  Kayakers & canoeists don’t organize work parties to alter the streambed.
Some issue has been made about safety and rescue.  Serious whitewater paddlers are safety conscious and generally provide their own rescue.  These sections of river will attract only serious paddlers due to their remoteness and the level and time of year that they can be run.  Accidents requiring official rescues will be rare.  As an example, consider Overflow Creek.  Overflow is substantially more difficult than Section 1 or 0.  It is at least as remote and difficult to reach on foot.  But, in the 30 years that it has been boated, there has never been a boating death on the creek.  (Incidentally, it is also exceedingly rare to see fishermen of any type on Overflow Creek when it is running at a boatable level.)  And, as far as I know, there has never been an official search and rescue team required to assist with a mishap on Overflow Creek.  We can expect similar results from the sections above Highway 28.

There has been discussion about conflicts between private boaters and anglers.  The river is not boatable at levels conducive to fly fishing.  And, fly fishing is not safe when the river is high enough to boat.  I don’t know if any fishing deaths have occurred on these sections due to high water, but I know they have occurred on other rivers. Wading in swollen rivers is not safe.  But, whitewater kayakers and canoeists can co-exist.  For the most part, the two groups use the river at different times/levels.  And, when they interact, the interaction lasts for a minute or two, long enough for the paddlers to float by leaving the angler in peace.  The days when the river is high enough to boat are few, and the fishing days are many.
There has been discussion that the current state of affairs is a result of a compromise (unilaterally decided by a Fly Fisherman/USFS Supervisor who I believe had a severe conflict of interest) made to reduce the physical confrontations that allegedly occurred 30 years ago between fly fishers and canoeists.  I have never seen or heard of any specific confrontations of this nature.  But if there were any, I believe that the conflict was not about boating vs. fishing, but was really about locals vs. outsiders.  Some of this tone has been apparent in the rhetoric of certain Rabun County anglers at the USFS public meetings.  Furthermore, 30 years ago, the Wild & Scenic designation for the Chattooga was new and offensive to the locals who had used this river without rules for generations.  Now, with the passage of time, the feelings of intrusion by the government have decreased.  So, the resentment by locals of outsiders has also decreased and the need for this sort of division is gone.
As discussed in Appendix H, the level of the river will control the number of boating days.  The USFS has used approximately 2 feet (on USGS at US76) as the low end of boatable levels.  I disagree with this.  I think the low end for Sections 0 and 1 (Bullpen to Highway 28) is more like 2.5 feet and that the required level for Section 00 (Grimshawes to Bullpen) is 2.8 feet.  Sure, some people might try the river at 2 feet, but they won’t come back to do it again at that level.  Ultimately, word will get around and boaters won’t show up when the water is that low.

I need also to mention the deteriorating water quality due to development in the headwaters above Grimshawes bridge and on Fowler Creek as well as the long standing issues with Stekoa.  The USFS may not ‘control’ these areas, but they can influence them.  Liaison with the appropriate county and state agencies and occasional legal action would do a lot of good.  I have been disappointed by the USFS’s lack of resolve in this area over the years.

The Chattooga is unique to me because of its location (2 hours from Atlanta), its geology (its potholes are truly unique among the rivers I’ve boated), its pristine appearance, and most of all, its part in the personal history of my communion with nature.  The waters above Highway 28 hold a special significance because of the two unique places I described above, and the solitude which I can find boating there.  Rivers and rapids are not interchangeable.  No place else in the world is like the Chattooga, nor can any other place mean what it means to me.  The Chattooga, particularly the sections above Highway 28 are special.
So, in summary:

· I request that Alternative I be modified to allow boating above Highway 28.

· I suggest that boating be limited to craft that carry 2 persons or less.

· I believe that boating and fly fishing can co-exist particularly since they are best done at different water levels.
· Boating has minimal or no impact on all other user groups of this area of river except for back country anglers, which comprises a very small number of people.  And, the potential impact only occurs a few days per year when the river is high enough to boat.  When the impact occurs, it is best measured in seconds, not minutes.
· Boating has minimal or no environmental impact on the river.

· No improvements, construction, or additional enforcement is required for boating above Highway 28.  So, there is no additional cost, and perhaps a savings due to less enforcement being required.
· Legal boating on these sections would afford an opportunity to experience a unique place while it is alive with water from the best possible perspective to view a river.

· I request that the USFS develop a plan to reduce and improve water quality issues from sources outside the Wild and Scenic boundaries.

Thank you for your consideration and the opportunity for comment.

Sincerely

Milton Aitken

