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The Forest Service is responsible for one of the largest road systems in 
the world -- their formal system is more than 375,000 miles, with many 

additional non-system roads also under their management authority. 

 X Simply continuing with the same sized system would cost an 
additional $300 million per year to maintain to standard.

 X At present funding levels, the road system will decline much more 
rapidly in the next ten years then it did in the previous ten.

 X Passenger car access has been reduced from 82,000 miles in 
2002 to 65,000 miles in 2009, but may be further reduced 
over time to 11,700 miles with no increased funding.

 X In 2001, the agency estimated the road system could be 25-
40% smaller then it is now, a reduction of roughly 186,000 
miles, while still meeting resource management and access needs.

In short, the Forest Service has predicted serious problems 
with the road system unless it either receives more funding 
for maintenance and upgrades, or it significantly reduces road 
mileage on the ground.

Congress has under-appropriated road maintenance for so long that 
the system is severely deteriorated and wreaking havoc on public water 
supplies, fisheries, and wildlife. The Forest Service encouraged and 
subsidized road building for decades, while ignoring the ecological 
and monetary costs of the system. However, in November 2010, the 
agency announced a new process to determine a fiscally and ecologically 
sustainable “minimum road system” by September 2015.  

HOW MANY MILES OF FOREST SERVICE 
ROADS CAN WE AFFORD?“Prolonged under-funding of the 

Forest Service Road System has 
resulted in dramatically reduced 
road conditions across  
the country…”

—Moore 2007. USFS.  
Rightsizing the Forest Road System.
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R ightsizing is a once-in-a-generation opportunity to dramatically reduce 
the impacts of the Forest Service road system on municipal drinking 

water as well as fish and wildlife habitat and connectivity.  This is even more 
important in the context of climate change, as reducing road impacts will 
make our national forests more resilient and adaptable over the long-term.   

Rightsizing is also important from a recreational perspective.  As long as 
the road system remains too large to maintain, recreationists will continue 
to lose access by default, as the agency closes more and more roads.  A 
rightsized system will be affordable, and will therefore provide consistent 
and reliable access for recreationists and land managers alike.

The agency has limited capacity to implement this process and will need 
both funding and political support to ensure its success.

The Forest Service Chief’s office issued new guidance on November 10, 
2010 directing all national forests to undertake an analysis to identify 

a minimum road system by the end of fiscal year 2015.  Some forests have 
already completed this work, as part of their implementation of the 2005 
travel management rule, but most have not.  The new guidance requires 
national forests to:

 X use a science-based analysis to identify a minimum road system 
(the guidance explains that the minimum road system is expected 
to be smaller than the current system).

 X analyze all maintenance level 1-5 roads (closed roads, high 
clearance roads, and passenger-vehicle roads. 

 X create both a map of the minimum road system and a list of roads 
to be decommissioned.

 X set up a regional leadership team that includes representatives from 
watersheds/wildlife, engineering and recreation, ideally led by the 
watersheds/wildlife staff.  

 X integrate this process with ongoing watershed analyses.

The guidance goes on to explain that there will be real consequences 
if the forests don’t complete this analysis.  Most significantly, beginning 
in FY16, the Washington Office will withhold maintenance/upgrade/
decommissioning funding for any roads that have not been analyzed.   

THE RIGHTSIZING PROCESS

A recontoured national forest road. 

MAINTENANCE SPENDING

As timber receipts declined, so did 
road maintenance funding.  The 

agency now finds itself with an enormous 
maintenance backlog estimated between 
$4-8 billion.  

In any given year, as outlined in the 
chart below, the agency has been able 
to maintain only a fraction of its road 
system.  To make matters worse, most 
road maintenance spending is applied to 
passenger vehicle roads, which make up 
less than 20% of the entire road system.  
It’s the high-clearance and closed roads 
that both make up the bulk of the system, 
and cause the bulk of the ecological  
problems -- yet they receive the least 
maintenance.  Reclaiming unneeded 
roads will make the system smaller, and 
more affordable over the long term. 

RIGHTSIZING JUST MAKES SENSE

Graph created with data from FS Road Accomplishment Reports 2002-2009


