AITKIN COUNTY ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES
PLANNING AND ZONING
209 SECOND STREET NORTHWEST
AITKIN, MN 56431
218/927-7342

October 28, 2008

Environmental Quality Board
300 Centennial Building

658 Cedar Street

St. Paul, MN 55155

Dear Environmental Quality Board:

Enclosed you will find the Aitkin County Board of Commissioners Record of Decision
on the need for an Environmental Impact Statement for the 70-Mile OHV Trail project in
Aitkin and Itasca Counties, Minnesota. The Aitkin County Board of Commissioners

decision was to not require an Environmental Impact Statement for this project.

If you have any questions, please contact me at 218-927-7342.

Environmental Services Director
Aitkin County

Enclosure



RECORD OF DECISION

In the Matter of the Determination of FINDINGS OF FACT,
Need for an Environmental Impact CONCLUSIONS, AND
Statement for the 70-Mile Trail OHV ORDER

Project, Aitkin and Itasca County,

Minnesota

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

FINDINGS OF FACT

The consultants from Applied Ecological Services, LLC , Dovetail Partners, Inc.,
the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, and Itasca County assisted
Aitkin County (the RGU) with the preparation of an Environmental Assessment
Workshop (EAW) for the proposed 70-Mile Trail OHV project, pursuant to
Minnesota Rule Category 4410.4300, Subpart 37-A, Recreational Trails.

The EAW was filed with the Environmental Quality Board (EQB) and notice of
its availability was published in the EQB Monitor on August 11, 2008. A copy of
the EAW was sent to all persons on the EQB Distribution List, and a copy was
available for review in the Aitkin County Planning and Zoning Office. Notice of
the availability was emailed to the project contact list (154 individuals). A
Quarterly Progress Report addressing the availability of the EAW was mailed on
August 5, 2008 to 184 interested parties, including local town clerks, government
officials, and businesses in the project area. The EAW was made available for
download from the project website on July 28, 2008. A press release announcing
the availability of the EAW was published in the August 6, 2008 issue of the
Aitkin Independent Age newspaper.

The 30-day EAW public review and comment period began on August 11, 2008
and ended September 10, 2008.

The EAW is incorporated by reference into this Record of Decision on the
Determination of Need for an Environmental Impact Statement.

The proposed project connects three existing recreational trails in an extensive,
quality ATV/OHYV trail system in Aitkin and Itasca Counties, Minnesota. The
new designated trail is designed to be environmentally sensitive, economically
beneficial, and community supported. A project goal is to reduce natural resource
impacts associated with unregulated cross-country travel.

During the 30-day public review and comment period, the Aitkin County
Planning and Zoning Department received written comments on the EAW from
the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
Steve and Jan Graning, and Paul W. Lukens.



7) The following are comments submitted by Randall Doneen of the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources

A. Question #6 "Assessment of environmental effects would benefit from a
clearer description of how much improvement work will be necessary for the
segments that occupy existing trail beds. Description of wetland fill,
maintenance, new features, and trail bed modification needs, etc., should be
categorized by existing and new trail segments. The amount of existing trail
that currently meets specifications would help indicate the length of trail
upgrade and new construction that will be required."

B. Question #11 "The Lawler Loop portion of the proposed project is in an area
of previous wildlife habitat improvement projects. Two main habitat projects
were initiated in the late 1980s both to create wildlife openings in a timber
harvest are. This trail proposal goes through most of the openings that were
created in those projects. There are 9 openings (12.5acres) on County land
and 6 openings (12.2 acres) on State land that would be affected by this trail."

C. Questions #14 "The statement, there are 12 crossings of a shoreland district
which total 37104 linear feet, does not agree with table 14.1. What portion of
these cossings are on existing routes and what techniques are planned or
additional mitigation measures are being taken to avoid impacts in these
areas?"

"There are trout streams and other streams in the vicinity of the route. It is
essential that at these crossings and near these streams methods are used to
reduce erosion and runoff of fine silts and other sediments. Trout are
especially sensitive to increases in fine silts and sediments."

"At trout streams, bridges are recommended; however if bridges cannot be
used we recommend these guidelines for culverts at trout streams or any type
of stream crossing: Design, stream simulation method matching opening
width to bankfull width of stream. Set the slope of culvert to stream slope.
Burying culverts 1/6 bankfull of stream up to a maximum of 2{t. Offset
multiple culverts. Bury thalweg culvert as described above and the other 1-2
feet higher from the bottom of initial thalweg culvert. Culverts should match
alignment of stream channel. Grade control structure should be considered if
past culvert installation created a hydraulic jump sufficient to create a head cut
once the culvert 1s installed.”

"Design crossings to reduce road and road ditch water runoff to streams by
diversions, retention area and the method. Establish adequate buffers between
road bed and stream."



D. Question #16 "Actual estimate of acreage that will be disturbed by berming
and grading of the trail is very high. With such movements of large columns
of soil, there probably would be a need to preserve topsoil for replanting
ditches of trail sections that were bermed. Although the trail may be more
stable once built and revegetated, it seems that the project should focus on
disturbing minimal portion of the treadway to prevent wee invasions. The
EAW estimates the amount of soil that will be grade or excavated as
approximately 144,000 tons (~2,500 lbs/cubic yard), which converts to
approximately 115,00 cubic yards or 71 acre-feet. The project should
minimize the amount of soil disturbance as much as possible, and should
strive to reduce actual soil movement below the projected volume."

E. Question #19 "The soils information provided in this section identifies
various soil types along the route but does not provide details of how this
information may be used. The soil delineations provided by the Natural
Resource Conservation Service identify which areas may be problematic and
which areas may have suitable soils. The DNR proposes that the County use
the descriptions of the soil delineations to help define the necessary treatments
and improvements required."

Mr. Randall Doneen, MDNR: Approximately 27 miles of existing trail will require
some shaping/sloping for appropriate trail design (dozer or backhoe) and slopes will be
vegetated to reduce erosion. Granular fill will be hauled and used on compactable soils to
prevent rutting on the trail surface. All trail stream crossings will be dry crossings.
ATVs/OHMs will be prevented from entering streams near bridges by installing rails
along trails that lead to bridges. When required for safety reasons, rails or fences will be
installed. The trail descriptions included in the EAW outline a number of these concerns
including existing as well as new stream crossings, wetland crossings, and trail sections.
The project includes 12 crossings of a shore land district that total 12,946 lineal feet. No
new trout stream crossings are proposed and all precautions will be taken to minimize
and eliminate crossings. Mitigation techniques are described in the EAW. Stream
crossing structures currently exist for all crossings except one crossing on the Solana
Loop. At this crossing a bridge will be constructed. Bridges are the least damaging
stream crossing structures for trails because they do not affect streambeds, although
stream banks may be altered for bridge footings and embankments. Siltation will be
minimized at bridges with coarse, rocky, approaches to scour ATV/OHM tires before
crossing the bridge. A maximum direct impact of 20 feet of fill on the stream bank may
occur at the single new bridge proposed for the Solana Loop. ATV/OHVs will be
prevented from entering streams near bridges by installing railings along trails that lead
to bridges. Where a trail crosses a wetland with a defined channel, a fish-safe culvert will
be used (a wide-bottomed culvert that is buried to provide adequate stream depth and
low-velocity flow for safe fish passage).



Table 11.1 in the EAW notes 24.6 acres of “grassland” associated with the Lawler Loop.
The project developers do not believe the trail will have a negative impact related to these
openings. The trail route proposed is the existing route used to access these openings
when they were constructed. The trail will be slightly re-aligned in specific areas to avoid
ATV access to the wildlife openings. This loop may be considered for an earlier closure
date for recreational ATV use.

The trail is to be realigned to create at least a 50-foot forested buffer between the trail and
the wildlife openings. The trail will be closed in the early spring (until 5/15) when most
wildlife species benefit from the early green-up of grasses in these openings.

Given the total length of the trail, the estimated total soil volume is high but likely over
estimated. The large estimated soil volume was based on assuming some grading and
shaping would be needed for most of the trail length. A review of the proposed trail
indicates that a more accurate estimate may be that only 27 miles of existing trail and
12.9 miles of new trail will require grading and shaping (to DNR trail design
specification and guidelines) and hauling of some fill material.

Existing trail no shaping/fill required = 20.3 miles

Existing trail shaping/fill required = 27 miles = 31,700 cu. yd. (27 mile x 12’ x .5’ / 27)
New trail = 12.9 miles = 30,300 cu. yd. (129 milex 12" x 1° / 27)

Total - 60.2 miles = 62,000 cu. yd. material to be excavated / moved

As stated in the EAW, grading and filling will involve shaping of the trail surface to shed
water and maintain soil stability based on provisions in Section 6 Sustainable Natural
Surface Trails of the MN DNR publication 7rail Planning, Design, and Development
Guidelines. The areas where the trail will be built are generally level or slightly rolling
with no steep slopes. Rolling dips and other runoff control techniques will be utilized on
any slope that may pose erosion potential. In areas of highly compactable soils, dry
granular fill (gravel) will be used for additional stabilization. Material without organic
soil content will be used to avoid transporting of exotic species (e.g., earthworms) or
seeds of invasive plants. Sediment fences will be utilized during and immediately after
construction when working near wetlands or watercourses. Disturbed side slopes will be
vegetated by seeding to stabilize the soil.

The County will use NRCS soil descriptions to identify soils that are suitable for trail
construction as well as problematic soils. The soil survey data will be utilized as a guide
for determining whether trail shaping is adequate or if granular fill will be required for
trail stabilization. The soil surveys have and will be used to determine which areas can
handle traffic as is; and areas that need granular fill to prevent rutting through repeated
use. Initial wetland locations were verified using soils data (along with NW1, aerial
photos, and ground truthing).



8) The following are comments submitted by Robert Whiting of the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers:

A. The project will require wetland permitting.

Mr. Robert Whiting, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers: The RGU recognizes that
permits will be required from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and applications will be
submitted at the appropriate time.

9) The following are comments submitted by Steve and Jan Graning;:

A. Rules should be clear regarding getting off the designated trail and harming
the environment on government or private property.

B. Concerns about dual trail usage with snowmobiles, signage, use of guard rails,
dry methods for watercourse crossings, hunting and other safety concerns.

Mr. Steve and Mrs. Jan Graning: A project goal is to reduce natural resource impacts
associated with unregulated cross-country travel. Trail operations will establish a
patrolled, well-marked, destination-oriented trail system that will reduce ATV/OHV
damage in the region by attracting riders to it and away from sensitive areas, and putting
enforcement in other places where damage 1s occurring. The trail will be designed for
use by ATVs and Off-Highway Motorcycles, OHMs or “dirt bikes.” Other Off-Highway
Vehicles (OHVs), including jeeps and 4x4 trucks, will not be allowed on the trail. The
project planning process includes an enforcement plan that designates responsible
enforcement parties, including the DNR, the county sheriff department, and volunteer
“Trail Ambassadors.” All trail stream crossings will be dry crossings. ATVs/OHMs will
be prevented from entering streams near bridges by installing rails along trails that lead to
bridges. When required for safety reasons, rails or fences will be installed. The RGU
agrees with comments about trail safety considerations and these concerns are being
addressed within the monitoring and enforcement plan that accompanies the project.
These concerns are outside the scope of the environmental assessment worksheet and the
determination of environmental impacts.

10) The following are comments submitted by Paul W. Lukens:
A. Economic and social concerns about the trail.

Mr. Paul W. Lukens: The RGU appreciates comments about the economics and social
considerations for the project. However, these comments are outside the scope of the
environmental assessment worksheet. Concerns about the spread of noxious or invasive
species, erosion, littering, harm to wildlife, and noise are addressed in several sections of
the EAW (see Questions #11, 16, 20, 24, and 29).



CONCLUSIONS

1) The Aitkin County Planning and Zoning Department has fulfilled all the
procedural requirements of law and rule applicable to the need for an
Environmental Impact Statement on the proposed 70-Mile OHV Trail project.

2) The identified environmental effects of the project are minor and/or temporary.

3) There are no elements of the project that pose the potential for significant
environmental effects that cannot be addressed through permit and regulatory
processes.

4) Based on consideration of the criteria and factors specified in the Minnesota
Environmental Review Program Rules to determine whether a project has the
potential for significant environmental effects, and on the finding and records in
this matter, Aitkin County determines that the proposed 70-Mile OHV Trail does
not have the potential for significant environmental effects.

5) An Environmental Impact Statements on the proposed 70-Mile OHV Trail in
Aitkin County and Itasca County is not required.

6) That any Findings that might properly be termed Conclusions and any
Conclusions that might properly be termed Findings are hereby adopted as such.

ORDER
Based on the above Findings of Fact and Conclusions:

Aitkin County determines that an Environmental Impact Statement is not required for
the 70-Mile OHV Trail.

Dated this 7 % day of October, 2008.

Aitkin County, Minnesota
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