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Abstract

Crested Butte and the Upper Gunnison Valley (UGV) are renowned for backcountry
access which is revered by, and beneficial to, innumerable winter recreation groups. Certain
characteristics of the valley, including the long winters, exceptional snowfall, and extremely cold
temperatures have turned the area from a mining town to a tourist destination that thrives due to
its outdoor opportunities. Currently, the UGV’s backcountry is regulated by a Winter Travel
Management Plan (WTMP) that was designed and created more than twenty years ago. Since its
implementation, the tools available for backcountry access have improved dramatically.
Coupled with a 2015 United States Forest Service ruling that declared, “a system of routes and
areas to provide for over-snow vehicle use” must be established for all winter use areas, this

study set out to collect a baseline dataset concerning the recreational use of winter trailheads in
the UGV.

To do this, we followed the methods and study designed by Doug Shaw in the 2017-2018
version of this study. It is our hope that by following the methods and design as closely as we
could, that this study can continue to provide a better model of winter recreation usage in the
UGYV, along with be able to show any trend that emerge with time. Game-style digital trail
cameras were installed at eight locations from which the UGV backcountry is traditionally
accessed. Data was downloaded from the cameras often, saved on an external hard drive, images
were filed by trailhead and date, and analyzed. This information is presented in both spreadsheet
and graph forms, providing data for individual forms of recreation as well as similar user groups
(e.g., non-motorized, mechanized, motorized). Students were not enlisted to field-check camera
positioning due to time and budget constrictions. This study presents a broad view of local
backcountry use trends in this second year of the study. Comparisons to last year’s data are
discussed, although no in-depth statistical analysis was performed as there are not yet enough
data points to draw any significant conclusions.

Introduction

The first major rendition of the UGV winter use study was undertaken last winter
2017-2018 by then graduate student Doug Shaw as his Master in Environmental Management
project at Western State Colorado University. The goal of the study was to gather “quantitative
data regarding backcountry travel and use in the UGV” to aid in the U.S. Forest Service’s
decision-making process regarding the potential implementation of a new travel management
rule to add to their Winter Travel Management Plan. The initial study installed trail cameras at
eight trailhead locations in the UGV, and images were collected twice per week throughout the
duration of the study. The study began December 1, 2017 when cameras were installed, and
ended on April 16, 2018, one week after Crested Butte Mountain Resort closed for the season.

This rendition of the UGV winter use study followed the same methodology and study
design outlined by Shaw (2018). We were only able to put up seven cameras; the eighth location
used by Shaw was placed on a fence on private property along Brush Creek road, and despite
repeated efforts, we were never able to contact the owner to gain permission to place a camera on
their property. Despite this limitation, the rest of the study was implemented and analyzed in the
same manner as the first study in order to maintain scientific rigor and validity needed to
continue multi-year study efforts.



Results

Each of the seven trailheads we observed had its own unique demographic of users.
Overall, despite increased data days at most trailheads, average daily users decreased at each of
the trailheads except for Cement Creek (Table 2). The changes seen at each trailhead are unique
and specific to the types of experiences available at each trailhead, and not generalizable to any
trend throughout the entire UGV, such as an overall increase in mechanized use for example. As
this is only the second year of the study, it is too soon to tell any trends from these two data
points.

Brush Creek Trailhead

Brush Creek trailhead was accessed almost specifically by non-motorized users
specifically, making up 98.12% of the total users (Figure 1). Of these, hikers comprised 62.54%
of the total, followed by Nordic skiers at 33.48% of the total (Figure 2).

Cement Creek Trailhead

76.17% of the access at Cement Creek Trailhead is by non-motorized users, and 19.59%
was by motorized users, primarily residents accessing property via Cement Creek Road (Figure
3). 43.7% of the total use is by Nordic skiers and 29.51% was by hikers. 11.76% of the use was
by private snowmobiles, and 4.48% of the use was by UTVs/side-by-sides (Figure 4).

Gothic Corridor Trailhead

Gothic Corridor Trailhead was also predominantly accessed by non-motorized users,
making up 93.04% of the total use (Figure 5). The most popular non-motorized activities were
hiking at 33.43%, Nordic skiing at 28.93%, and AT skiing, at 27.59% of the total use. The second
most popular user group was mechanized, making up 6.55% of the total use (Figure 6).

Kebler Pass

Unsurprisingly, Kebler Pass was the only trailhead where motorized users dominated
with 95.72% of the total (Figure 7). 49.69% of the use was by private snowmobiles, and 33.17%
was by rented snowmobiles (Figure 8).

Slate River Road

Like Cement Creek, Slate River Road had a more shared trailhead. 74.98% of the use was
non-motorized, and 24.28% of the use was motorized (Figure 9). 36.94% of the users were
hikers, 26.06% of the users were Nordic skiers, and 18.88% of the users were hybrid
snowmobiles (Figure 10).

Snodgrass Trailhead

Like Brush Creek and Gothic Corridor, 96.99% of Snodgrass Trailhead access was by
non-motorized users (Figure 11). Also like Gothic Corridor, the next most popular user group
was mechanized users, at 2.28% of the total. Over half of the users, 54.96%, were AT skiers,
followed by 31.78% of user that were hiking (Figure 12).

Washington Gulch

Washington Gulch also was shared between user groups, with 84.68% of users being non-
motorized, and 15.1% motorized (Figure 13). The most prevalent user group were AT skiers at
36.38% of the total, and hikers at 25.15% (Figure 14). Motorized use was split between hybrid
snowmobiles and private snowmobiles, at 6.61% and 7.27% of total use, respectively.






Table 1. Overall group numbers and changes at each trailhead for this winter and last winter.
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Table 2. Average daily user group numbers and changes at each trailhead for this winter and last winter.
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Limitations

There were several limitations we encountered in the continuation of the UGV Winter
Use Study. As mentioned in the introduction, we were unable to contact and obtain permission
from the private landowner on whose property a camera was located the previous year, and
therefore were only able to collect data on seven, rather than all eight, UGV winter trailheads.
Additionally, we experienced gaps in data at all of our trailheads, from dead batteries, incorrect
camera positioning, failure to turn cameras back on after collecting SD cards, and tampering
from the public. Due to time and budget constrictions, we were not able to field check our traffic
camera numbers. We were also unable to distribute a survey that would have provided this study
with interesting qualitative data

Despite these limitations, we still were able to collect more data days at almost all of the
trailheads than in the previous year’s study. Overall, I feel confident about the quality of our data
and analysis in this year’s study. Recommendations for future studies include: communicating
with the private landowner well ahead of the study start date; field checking cameras;
distributing a survey; and being conscious with handling of cameras in the field to avoid
preventable errors that lead to gaps in data.
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