P.O. Box 872 Scottdale, GA 30079
www.wildcumberland.

July 21, 2023

Re: Programmatic Environmental Assessment (PEA) on Use of Electric Bicycles Within the National Park
System,

Wild Cumberland appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on e-bike policies as related to public
lands managed by the National Park Service (NPS) on behalf of Wild Cumberland, Center for Biological
Diversity, Forest Keeper, and Center for a Sustainable Coast.

We empathize with the challenges that the NPS currently faces to manage an emerging form of access
and recreation in a way that protects park resources, values, and visitors. During the pandemic, we
witnessed Americans clamoring for more remote, secluded, and “unique” recreational experiences. E-bike
use soared and is now the fastest-growing segment of the U.S. bike market; annual e-bike sales more
than doubled from 2020 to 2022. We understand that many NPS partner organizations are, in part,
funded by e-bike users.

It is imperative that we acknowledge that the NPS deliberately avoided studying the impacts of bicycles
and e-bikes on park resources and visitors. We are dismayed that the agency did not feel compelled to
fulfill its moral and legal obligations to ensure our nation’s most incredible places remain protected for
future generations. While we appreciate the opportunity to comment on the proposed policy, Wild
Cumberland, Center for Biological Diversity, Forest Keeper, and Center for a Sustainable Coast
finds this “Programmatic Environmental Assessment” (PEA) critically insufficient to meet its
obligations or requirements and inadequate for a national-level policy. In fact, the proposed PEA on
E-bike policy seems to have been intentionally written to minimize the agency’s legal culpability related to
e-bike use.

INSUFFICIENT DATA
There are insufficient long-term studies completed on the impacts of e-bikes on soils, vegetation,
wildlife, cultural resources, user conflicts, or any other resources.

We emphasize the essential need for ANY park unit that might permit e-bikes to first establish baseline
data and monitoring protocols regarding e-bike impacts, and to have reliable mechanisms in place to
mitigate damages. We also reiterate the importance for ANY park unit allowing e-bikes that have the
occurrence(s) of special status species being required to enforce a clear and accountable protocol
established to ensure those species receive adequate protections.

In addition, we find the significant number (and range) of unanswered questions about e-bike use on NPS
lands concerning. Some of the questions this PEA should have addressed include:
e How will federal and state regulatory processes align with one another on e-bikes?
o How will agencies coordinate enforcement resources when policies or regulations of
e-bikes differ between jurisdictions?
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What efforts exist to ensure e-bike use does not disqualify lands from receiving future wilderness
protection?

Are there differences in natural surface impacts between classes and types of e-bikes?

How will this policy be affected by federal funding inconsistencies?

Do e-bikes skew toward more affluent public lands users, and how does this affect less affluent
users of public lands?

How does e-bike use affect people with visual and/or hearing impairments in public lands?

What are the injury risks to e-bike riders from sharing roadways or multiuse paths with other
users (conventional bicyclists and other non-motorized users), and how do these risks differ from
those for conventional bike riders?

o “Overall e-bike injury and conventional bike injury patterns are similar, though e-bikers
tend to be older — and have a higher rate of brain trauma injuries.” and “E-bike and
powered scooter injury patterns differ from conventional bicycles. In fact, e-bike related
injuries were more than three times as likely to involve a collision with a pedestrian than
either pedal bicycles or powered scooters.”

Source: The Future of E-Bikes on Public Lands: How to Effectively Manage a Growing
Trend, Final Report (November 2022)
https://highways.dot.gov/sites/fhwa.dot.gov/files/wil-e-bike-final-report.pdf

Will there be a need to provide additional staff, facilities, or other resources to support increased

e-bike access?

What are the practical limitations for reliably enforcing prescribed e-bike controls?

The proposed PEA does not comprehensively address the range of safety issues that accompany
e-bike use on our public lands; however, NEPA requires agencies to consider reasonably foreseeable
impacts "that have catastrophic consequences, even if their probability of occurrence is low." (40 C.F.R. §
1502.21). These would include possibilities such as:

The transport and operation of e-bikes may present additional increased fire and/or explosion
risks to natural and cultural resources, visitors, commercial service providers, volunteers, and
even Congressionally-designated Wilderness areas — that have not been thoroughly or properly
evaluated:

o E-bike fires are typically caused by the lithium batteries that power them. Lithium
batteries include a highly combustible electrolyte fluid that can catch fire if the battery is
overheated, damaged, or otherwise faulty in its construction. This can create a chain
reaction that causes the battery to explode and create toxic gas.

o What are the implications of using this technology — not just as related to the visitor
experience, but to our natural resources? Understanding the type of damages that could
occur, and what types of mitigation would be necessary are absolutely imperative for
public discourse.

GENERAL WILDERNESS

We recognize that an increasingly aging American population has embraced e-bikes as a means of
continuing to experience the outdoors. However, our predecessors predicted exactly this when
establishing the 1964 Wilderness Act:

“Mindful of our "increasing population, accompanied by expanding settlement and growing
mechanization," Congress passed the 1964 Wilderness Act in order to preserve and protect
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certain lands "in their natural condition" and thus "secure for present and future generations the
benefits of wilderness." 11 U.S.C. § 1131(a).

Wild Cumberland and other organizations endorsing our position believe the agency’s decision to
dismiss and exclude impacts to Wilderness from analysis in the proposed PEA reflects the agency’s
legal obligations and poor and/or limited understanding of how and where its resources and visitors are

actually affected by its policies.

According to the proposed PEA:
“E-bikes could not be authorized for use in wilderness areas under the alternatives carried
forward for detailed analysis because possessing a bicycle or e-bike in a wilderness area
established by Federal Statute is prohibited by 36 CFR 4.30. Furthermore, the Wilderness Act
prohibits the use of mechanical transport, a term that includes e-bikes. Therefore, e-bike use
could not be authorized in wilderness areas designated under the Act (16 U.S.C. 1133(c)).
Because NPS Management Policies treat other categories of wilderness (eligible, study,
proposed, and recommended) as designated wilderness e-bikes could also not be authorized for
use in any of those areas (2006 NPS Management Policies, Section 6.3.1). Because e-bikes
would not be used in designated wilderness areas or other categories of wilderness areas
managed by the NPS under the alternatives considered, impacts to wilderness have been
dismissed from detailed analysis.”

Wilderness designation is an “overlay” designation — meaning that its provisions apply regardless of (and
in addition to) a site’s designation — or even which agency is managing it. The issues raised by this

proposal must be decided based on the non-impairment standard of the NPS Organic Act.

Wild Cumberland also believes that the public must take an aggressive stance against any new
non-conforming uses in order to ensure that we can provide future generations the “enduring resource of
wilderness” the founders of the Wilderness Act sought to preserve — and that they will need to survive.

SPECIFICALLY: CUMBERLAND ISLAND

Under the proposed PEA for e-bicycles, Cumberland Island National Seashore is one park unit

where neither alternative is applicable or appropriate. That is because CUIS and/or regional

management have thus far been unable to ensure that ANY bicycle or e-bike use implemented at CUIS

was administered appropriately — even according to previously-enacted policies, directives, and/or
idelines.

There is no bridge from Cumberland Island to the mainland (by intention), which is obviously critical to
both the transport of, and access to, bicycles and e-bikes. Our barrier island features a small, linear
Wilderness that, since 2004, has been bisected by an easement accessible to certain types of vehicular
traffic.
e This one-lane, sand and crushed oyster shell “road” is, itself, listed on the National Register of
Historic Places.
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It is not categorized by NPS management as a public road, and special authorization is required

for its few remaining residents to drive their personal vehicles on it. The public is completely

prohibited from doing so.
Public bicycle and e-bike use were facilitated and encouraged by previous NPS management
without any public discourse or public hearing — including the facilitation of public bicycle rentals
through a NPS-authorized concessioner.
o No additional impact analyses were ever completed — even though this road bisects the
entire length of the CUIS Wilderness.
Cumberland Island National Seashore was the first park unit to implement a limit on total daily
carrying-capacity limit. How visitor and carrying-capacity restrictions and/or intentions would be
affected by e-bike use is unclear and potentially troublesome.
o The “design” of the CUIS Wilderness was conceived to allow an increasing sense of
solitude as one walks north — whether on the road or on the beach.
o E-bikes have an impact on the adjacent Wilderness and visitor experience of that
resource on CINS especially where hikers use the roads.

m E-bikes facilitate potential for increased access and one can go much faster on
an e-bike than just pedaling alone. The speeds of e-bikes have greater potential
impacts to wildlife (hitting snakes on the road, startling other wildlife, etc) and
greater impacts to the visitor experience. Hiking on the road in the wilderness,
you can hear a vehicle approaching from a distance and prepare yourself. It is
likely e-bikes wouldn’t be heard until they were upon you.

Additional Wilderness impact assessments would be absolutely necessary in determining whether to
allow either traditional bicycles or e-bikes, even outside of Wilderness, because they directly threaten
Wilderness values.

Again, further exacerbating issues on Cumberland Island:

The DOI and State of Georgia maintain shared, or concurrent, jurisdiction of CUIS. The PEA does
not outline a procedure to address the complexities of compliance, enforcement, rescue, and/or
education in these instances.
This has facilitated state jurisdiction in certain areas: including beach driving, resulting in the
largest number of beach driving permits issued in the state. The state of Georgia has chosen not
to regulate e-bikes on its beaches. This presents yet another threat to the fulfillment of the CUIS
purpose, as explicitly declared in the Seashore Act.
Discretionary authority of Superintendents
o Superintendents should be most familiar with natural and cultural resources, operating
budgets, visitor-use patterns, and trail conditions in their park units, but they are also
subject to political pressure and obligation to the local community. This has resulted in
several decisions that have ostensibly violated the Seashore Act and other federal laws.
o Superintendents, therefore, are NOT in the best position to determine whether e-bikes
should be allowed and/or contracts awarded. There must be a more accountable and
consistent basis for administering e-bikes.

We support NPS visitors' use of e-bikes on paved roads, just like traditional bicycles, and on trails that
already allow off-road vehicles. However, opening non-motorized trails to e-bikes would effectively
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eliminate non-motorized, pr|m|t|ve recreational opportumtles This would prove especially true on
Cumberland Island National Seashore.

The experience of a place where “man himself is a visitor’ and “mechanised” vehicles are not allowed
would be dramatically impacted by the extended reach of e-bikes. And while your proposed policies may
authorize Superintendents to close or prohibit bicycles and e-bikes within their park units on an

as-needed basis, the precedent has been set. We find it implausible that a superintendent would be
reliably able. supported. or empowered enough to restrict access to public lands in the current political

context,

We’re counting on your long-term, big-picture thinking. Agency policies, such as those proposed for
e-bikes, are intended to ensure that our public lands are protected from misguided management, political
interference, and commercial exploitation. Past management decisions shifting to an integrated approach
at NPS must be reevaluated in light of the challenges presented by responsible control of e-bikes. Any
general procedures for e-bike control applicable to all parks will inevitably violate specific,
legally-mandated purposes of those parks in areas intended for primitive experience of nature, directly
conflicting with the public interest.

It is essential for the NPS to use this PEA opportunity to exercise the type of stewardship that the agency
was established to provide, basing decisions (and any policy) on sound science — instead of reactively,
or in response to lobbying by private industries and groups. Most importantly, the NPS has an obligation
to establish a policy that is applicable to, and enforceable in, all of its park units — yet sensitive to the
vast differences in intended public use of those resources. The proposed PEA does not satisfy those
requirements.

Thank you for the opportunity to share our comments on this important issue. We look forward to
reviewing a revised PEA that includes consideration of Wilderness and addresses our extensive and
substantive concerns.

Sincerely,

Jessica Howell-Edwards
Executive Director
Wild Cumberland

Jessica@wildcumberland.org

Will Harlan
Southeast Director and Senior Scientist
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Center for Biological Diversity

Dr. Emily Diznoff
Executive Director
Forest Keeper

David Kyler
Executive Director
Center for a Sustainable Coast



